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Abstract
Researchers have spent decades understanding the physical, mental, and spiritual benefits
of play, despite significant ambiguity in the definition of the term. While the majority of
previous research focuses on the developmental and therapeutic effects of play in youth or
elderly populations, there is a gap in the literature on the benefits of play for adults aged 18-67.
Because of the holistic nature of the benefits of play, those who engage have an opportunity to
transform through their activities. The purpose of this research is to describe the transformative
experiences of adults engaging in play. Utilizing the Organic Inquiry research culture, and
acknowledging our lens of the critical paradigm, we used focus group methodology to interview
nine co-researchers about their experience of transformation through play. We conducted this
focus group after providing a collaborative play experience. Three themes of transformation
emerged through the use of both thematic and content analysis: mindfulness and intention,
reframing, and connection. Results of this research suggest that play is not just for children:
many adults already play but simply don’t label their activities as such, and play and playful
expression can offer one a respite from daily stressors and an ability to reconnect with
themselves, their environment, and the universe at large.

Keywords: adult play, transformation, Organic Inquiry, leisure, holism
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Introduction
Play is the highest form of research.
-Albert Einstein
The importance of play has been amply researched, particularly within specific age
groups and among certain species (Ahloy-Dallaire, Espinosa, & Mason, 2017; Gillard, 2019;
Guitard, Ferland, & Dutil, 2005; Hicks & Siedlecki, 2017; Hoppes, Wilcox, & Graham, 2001;
McKinney & Power, 2012; Moore & Lynch, 2018; Sandberg, 2001; Yamanashi, Nogami,
Teramoto, Morimura, & Hirata, 2018). In particular, there is extensive research on the
significance of play for young mammalian species to acquire, develop, and refine necessary
skills to survive later in life (Guitard et al., 2005; Saunders, Sayer, & Goodale, 1999). Similarly,
there is much research on the importance of play for humans in the childhood phase of life
(Guitard et al., 2005; Henricks, 2009). Play researchers Brown and Vaughan (2010) have spent
decades trying to understand the psychological ramifications of a lack of childhood play for
adults. However, while play appears to cease in most animals as they pass through the juvenile
stage, humans continue to play throughout the entirety of their life spans as humans are known to
be the most neotenous creatures (Brown & Vaughan, 2010). Neoteny is the retention of childlike
appearances and behaviors into adulthood (Brown & Vaughan, 2010). While play in human
children serves a biological and developmental function (Brown & Vaughan, 2010; Villareal,
2018), there is increasing evidence that play has the potential to serve as an essential and
ongoing tool in the daily lives of adults (Huizinga, 1949; Van Vleet & Feeney, 2015).
Researchers have yet to develop a uniform definition of play that fully functions when
examining playful behaviors (Sandberg, 2001; Van Vleet & Feeney, 2015). For this study, we
adopt a working definition of play derived from play researchers Brown and Vaughan’s (2010)
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book, Play: How it Shapes the Brain, Opens the Imagination, and Invigorates the Soul. Brown
and Vaughan (2010) suggest that play consists of an activity that is done for its own sake instead
of for external reasons, is voluntary, does not have time limits, decreases the consciousness of
self for the person playing, and provides both creative and improvisational potential. Much of the
rationale behind designing this research is to include as many open and varied examples of play
as possible to acknowledge the importance of the highly individualized and personal concept of
play.
Play becomes increasingly less frequent as one ages (Bateson & Nettle, 2014) and adults
face barriers to play activities to the extent that other age groups do not (Kowal & Fortier, 2007).
Particularly in the Western world, there are immense societal and cultural pressures that inhibit
play in working-age adults (Pang & Proyer, 2018). Western society often thinks of play as trivial,
unuseful, and even as a vice (Brown & Vaughan, 2010), the opposite of values that drive so
much of our culture. Relatedly, time pressure is a form of stress that affects how one might spend
their free time (Heintzman & Mannell, 2003) and often acts as a barrier to play. The Protestant
work ethic legitimizes certain productive activities while contesting play and leisure (Deterding,
2018). Experiencing limited leisure time due to a variety of factors, people are spending
increasingly more of their non-working hours engaged in passive activities (Heintzman &
Mannell, 2003)—activities such as scrolling social media and watching Netflix. Ultimately, the
pressure to work harder and longer creates an unequal work-life balance preventing many adults
from engaging in playtime (Bulger & Fisher, 2012).
While there are various barriers to play in the lives of adults (Brown & Vaughan, 2010;
Bulger & Fisher, 2012; Deterding, 2018; Heintzman & Mannell, 2003; Kowal & Fortier, 2007;
Pang & Proyer, 2018), the benefits are numerous; there is much research on the benefits of play
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and leisure activities for the physical (Barnett, 2007; Brown & Vaughan, 2010; Chang, Qian, &
Yarnal, 2013; Creswell & Merriman, 2011; Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999; Guitard et al., 2005;
Humberstone, 2011; Murphy & White, 1978; Proyer, 2012; Stranger, 1999), mental (Fredrickson
& Anderson, 1999; King, 2018; Proyer, 2014; Stranger, 1999; West, Hoff, & Carlsson, 2019),
and spiritual (Baxter, 1992; Folkman, 1997; Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999; Howe & Rancourt,
1990; Lazarus, 1999; Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Unruh, 1997; Unruh & Hutchinson, 2011;
Unruh, Smith, & Scammell, 2000; Ward, 1999) realms of adults. In particular, the physical
benefits include increased strength and flexibility in the body (Brown & Vaughan, 2010),
deepened proprioception and awareness of the position of the body (Stranger, 1999), and a
heightened sensory awareness (Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999). Non-physical play can also lead
to physical benefits; for example, creating art can increase energy levels (Barnett, 2007) and
have positive ripple effects on life in general (Proyer, 2012). Similarly, play can lead to mental
benefits such as an increase in productivity and motivation (Meyer, 2010; Proyer, 2014), a rise in
creativity (Baxter, 1992), and the ability to relax, cope with stress, and broaden one’s
imagination (Mendizza & Pearce, 2004). Spiritually, some of the benefits of play are increased
connectivity between people (Baxter, 1992; Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999; Unruh &
Hutchinson, 2011), between a person and their environment (Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999;
Howe & Rancourt, 1990; Unruh, 1997; Unruh & Hutchinson, 2011; Unruh, Smith, & Scammell,
2000; Ward, 1999), and between the person and a greater world energy (Folkman, 1997;
Lazarus, 1999; Peterson & Seligman, 2004).
While it is possible to compartmentalize the benefits of play for adults into the distinct
realms of the mind, body, or spirit, it is important to note that these human aspects are intimately
connected, entwined, and overlapping (Ernst, 2009; Micozzi, 2001). Experiencing a benefit in
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the physical body can have a ripple effect outwards to both the mental health of the player, and
the spiritual connectedness they feel, ultimately leading to an increased sense of well-being
(Kim, Heo, Lee & Kim, 2015). Writing through the lens of Organic Inquiry, we see the holistic
nature of play as being one of its most fascinating characteristics. Similarly, transformation is a
holistic process, involving changes in the physical, mental, and spiritual aspects of a person, or
the transition from fragmentation to wholeness (Metzner, 1980). For this research study, we
define transformation as "a shift in one's thinking, feeling, behavior, well-being, or relationships
that may be gradual, subtle, or dramatic" (Speedling, 2019, p. 1386). Play provides a platform for
transformation, both large and small (Barnett, 2011; Folkman, 1997; Kleiber, Hutchinson, &
Williams, 2002; Lazarus, 1999; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Thus, one has many opportunities
to transform through play (Barnett, 2011; Folkman, 1997; Kleiber et al., 2002; Lazarus, 1999;
Peterson & Seligman, 2004).
Although there is very little academic research on the need for play for adults, there is
increasing interest in the benefits of adult play in popular literature. Specifically, play for adults
has become a hot topic of exploration for both media and entertainment outlets (Earl, 2015). In
2014, National Public Radio dedicated a week-long segment on the importance of play,
including an entire day focused on the adult need for play (Yenigun, 2014). Both print and digital
mediums, such as the Huffington Post (Dayton, 2010) and Psychology Today (Oliker, 2015)
have written numerous articles on the adult need to play, going so far as to assert that adults
should defend their right to play (Ebrahim & Tangelder, 2012) and create a personal play ethic to
liberate and enrich all aspects of adult lives (Kane, 2004).
While the importance of play for children is the topic of ample research (Guitard et al.,
2005; Henricks, 2009) and there is increasing research on the benefit of play for the elderly
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(Nicholson, Shimp, & Rabin, 2013; Tse, et al., 2018), there is a gap in the academic literature
when it comes to play for adults aged 18-67. In particular, we found no existing research on the
transformative quality play may have for adults. Thus, the purpose of this research is to
describe the transformative experiences of adults engaging in play.
In the following chapter we provide a literature review that includes the ambiguousness
of the definition of play, especially for adults, the barriers that keep adults from playing, the
physical, mental, and spiritual benefits of play, the concept of holism, and the potential for
transformation through play activities. The third chapter includes Flow Theory and
Leisure/Recreation Theory, the theoretical lenses that ground this research, and the personal and
professional lenses of the four primary researchers, which undeniably influence the research. The
fourth chapter thoroughly describes our methods and procedures, including our research
paradigm, culture of inquiry, and methodology. Also included is our sampling and recruitment
procedures, instrumentation, data collection and data analysis processes, design rigor, ethical
considerations and care, and the design-specific strengths and limitations of this specific project.
The fifth chapter introduces the results of the research study and the main themes that emerged
from our data analysis. The sixth and final chapter includes the discussion and implications of
our findings and the conclusion.
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Literature Review
The most irritating feature of play is not the perceptual incoherence, as such, but rather,
that play taunts us with its inaccessibility. We feel that something is behind it all, but we do not
know, or have forgotten how to see it.
(Bekoff & Fagen, 1981, p. 2)
The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the literature related to the experiences of play
for adults and their opportunity for transformation. We begin this section with an exploration of
the ambiguousness of the notion of play for adults. We then explore the barriers that prevent
many adults in the United States from playing, due in part to the pressures of Western culture.
Next, we highlight some of the researched advantages of play for adults, including physical,
mental, and spiritual benefits. Then we discuss the concept of holism and how the benefits
mentioned above of play can lead to an increased sense of integration and life satisfaction. We
also look at the idea of transformation and how engaging in play might be a transformational
experience for adults. Lastly, we identify gaps within the literature of play for adults and outline
our research purpose.
What is Play?
There has been ample research on the concept of play targeting some age groups of
various mammalian species over time (Ahloy-Dallaire et al., 2017; Gillard, 2019; Guitard et al.,
2005; Hicks & Siedlecki, 2017; Hoppes et al., 2001; McKinney & Power, 2012; Moore &
Lynch, 2018; Sandberg, 2001; Yamanashi et al., 2018). Several researchers contend that the
central role of play is to help the young mammals acquire, develop, and refine skills needed to
master their environments (Saunders et al., 1999; Guitard et al., 2005). While play appears to
cease in animals as they pass through the juvenile stage, human biology is designed to play
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throughout life (Brown & Vaughan, 2010). Play is an innate pleasurable activity that serves a
biological function, nurturing the mind and challenging physical capabilities deeming it a critical
component of human development (Brown & Vaughan, 2010; Villareal, 2018). Research
dominated by early childhood scholars and advocates of the child's right to play, as reflected in
Article 31 of the United Nation Convention (1989), have established the importance of play for
the physical, mental, and social development of human children (Guitard et al., 2005; Henricks,
2009). Play has the potential to serve as an essential and ongoing tool in numerous dimensions of
the daily lives of adults throughout the lifespan (Huizinga, 1949; Van Vleet & Feeney, 2015).
Play researchers propose play be considered a predictor of health and well-being because of the
critical role it serves in the positive and routine aspects of people's lives from infancy to old age
(Aune & Wong, 2002; Van Vleet & Feeney, 2015). While researchers established links between
human well-being and play, there is a lack of clarity around a functional definition of play and a
guiding framework for understanding what is meant by play, particularly for adults.
Researchers have yet to develop a uniform definition of play that works when examining
the multifaceted dimensions of play (Sandberg, 2001; Van Vleet & Feeney, 2015). Sutton-Smith
(1997) noted that play proves an elusive concept, one easily experienced, but challenging to
capture theoretically. In an attempt to define play for this research study, we acknowledge that
there is a significant gap in the literature describing what play means for adults versus what play
is for children (Van Leeuwen & Westwood, 2008). For this study, we espouse a working
definition of play as outlined by play researchers Brown and Vaughan's (2010) book, Play: How
it Shapes the Brain, Opens the Imagination, and Invigorates the Soul. Brown and Vaughan
(2010) suggest that play consists of being “1) an attractive activity done for its own sake, 2) is
voluntary, 3) has freedom from time constraints, 4) provides diminished consciousness of self,
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and 5) has improvisational potential” (p. 17). Even within the constraints of this definition, play
is individualistic and encompasses infinite variability (Brown & Vaughan, 2010). Play can be a
physical activity with full engagement of the body and utilization of fine and gross motor skills,
or it can be completely mental and imaginative (Turnbull & Jenvey, 2006); play can be done
with an object, or with no object (Brown & Vaughan, 2010); and play can take place in large
groups or alone (Van Vleet & Feeney, 2015). In this study, not only is the behavior (play) of
importance, but also the personality trait of playfulness. Similarly, this section expands the
description of play to include the concept of leisure; leisure is commonly used to describe adult
activity that is not work, caregiving, or other responsibilities.
Huizinga (1949) frames play as an activity performed for pleasure, while others suggest it
is a particular way of thinking or approaching activities (Barnett, 2007). Eberle (2014) contends
that defining play is difficult because it is more of a process than a thing, while Brown and
Vaughan (2010) call play a "state of being" where the focus is on the experience and not on
accomplishing a goal. Playfulness is the essence of play such that playfulness is a way of
thinking, and play is the external manifestation of this attitude (Dewey, 1933). Lieberman (2014)
argues that playfulness as a quality of child play would developmentally transform itself into a
personality trait of the individual in adolescence and adulthood. Various researchers characterize
playfulness as exploration (curiosity), freedom (spontaneity), joy (pleasure), imagination
(creativity), and humor (Ferland, 1997; Guitard et al., 2005; Lieberman, 2014). The rationale
behind designing this research project was to include as many open and varied examples of play
and playfulness as possible. We acknowledge the importance of the highly individualized and
personal concept of play. An image of the playful player enacting play enhances and more fully
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captures the spirit of Brown and Vaughan’s (2010) definition of play as it pertains to this
research.
Play and playfulness are concepts rarely studied in adults except as they apply to
consequences in a work setting. Glynn and Webster (1992) suggest that play is the opposite of
work. However, play does not need to be wholly estranged from work because even work tasks
can be executed playfully (West et al., 2019). Lieberman (2014) asserts that playfulness is an
integrated personality style that follows us into adulthood. In adulthood, a child's play transforms
or evolves into playfulness, having abandoned most play activities due to a critical, maturing
mindset (Solnit, 1998). He argues that adults maintain a playful attitude and employ playfulness
to explore ideas or engage their imaginations to solve problems and face everyday life (Solnit,
1998). According to Guitard et al. (2005), playfulness for adults is a state of mind, an internal
predisposition composed of creativity, curiosity, sense of humor, pleasure, and spontaneity.
Playfulness allows adults to approach activities with the same openness of mind that children
approach play. Sutton-Smith (1997) argues that most daily tasks and work activities, when
approached playfully, can be transformed into play. A playful approach, accomplished by
intentionally reframing a situation or task, can make it more enjoyable (Barnett, 2007).
Employing playfulness allows difficult circumstances to transform into opportunities with the
possibility to increase competence and skill, and to transform mistakes into occasions of growth
and to learn rather than failure (Guitard et al., 2005). In adulthood, playfulness crosses the
boundaries of play, making adults more inclined to embrace challenges, explore original and
novel approaches to problems, and be better equipped to deal with and reframe failure (Guitard
et al., 2005). While play and playfulness are an innate part of humans, many societal and
personal barriers impede play once one enters adulthood.
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Barriers to Play
While children are encouraged to play during childhood, and researchers increasingly
understand play as a useful intervention to promote well-being and positive aging in the elderly
(Kahana, Kelly-Moore, & Kahana, 2012; Wollen, 2010), there seems to be significantly less play
in typical adult lives (Brown & Vaughan, 2010). Younger adult respondents self-reported higher
levels of playfulness than older adult respondents, indicating that play becomes increasingly less
frequent as one ages (Bateson & Nettle, 2014). Adults face barriers to play to the extent that
other age groups do not, such as societal and cultural pressures, busy schedules, and managing a
work-life balance (Kowal & Fortier, 2007).
Societal and cultural pressure. Playfulness is an integrated personality trait carried into
adulthood, but its social manifestations are less acceptable for adults (Lieberman, 2014). Societal
rules and cultural factors impact expressions of playfulness in society (Pang & Proyer, 2018).
Society tends to dismiss play for adults and perceives it as unproductive, petty, or even as a
guilty pleasure (Brown & Vaughan, 2010). According to Deterding (2018), to be an adult is to no
longer need play, relegating adult play as norm-breaching behavior. Furthermore, the enjoyment
of play for its own sake rejects the social acceptability of the self-regulating, norm-abiding,
productive adult (Deterding, 2018). Engaging in play, or being "caught" playing as an adult, risks
embarrassment. Embarrassment occurs when individuals feel others are disconfirming their
valued identities. Thus adults at play may employ strategies such as excuses, alibis, and
justification to negate embarrassment and social judgment or simply avoid play altogether
(Deterding, 2018).
As adults age, group dynamics influence play differently. Large, communicative groups
of children are prone to play, whereas the larger and more communicative the group of adults,
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the less likely they are to engage in playful activity (Theil et al., 2016). There is a tendency for a
group to lower its activity to the least fit and active person in the group, which often leads adults
to play far less than their younger counterparts in similar environments and group dynamics.
Elements of risk and chance during play are important for 20-29-year-olds, while physical
activity is fundamental to play for 30-39-year-olds. A sense of flow defines play for 40-49-yearolds, and the importance of people and places marks the 50-59-year-old play experience
(Sandberg, 2001). Maturity may also modify or restrict characteristics of playfulness such as
sense of humor, pleasure, and imagination (Guitard et al., 2005). Moreover, unlike children, the
pursuit of pleasure does not come naturally to all adults and may weaken or diminish play
entirely through the lifespan (Guitard et al., 2005).
Time management. Societal expectations on time use in Western cultures is a barrier
that restricts play and leisure activity for both children and adults. Societal pressures
emphasizing education and structured activities have limited children's time to wander and
explore with the thought that children and adolescents will be more successful in adulthood
(Moore & Lynch, 2018). For many children, there is a decrease in opportunities to play as
modern lifestyles put more emphasis on academics and organized sports, and there is a
substantial increase in the use of electronics and screen time (Moore & Lynch, 2018). When
people are feeling short on time, they lessen the time engaged in playful activities and focus
activity choices on passive, rather than expansive activities, affecting their overall well-being
(Heintzman & Mannell, 2003). An example of a passive activity is scrolling social media. While
this activity provides a person a respite from goal-oriented activities, the level of pleasure
derived is less than free play activities that require more participation and effort (Heintzman &
Mannell, 2003). Fatigue also plays a role in people choosing passive versus active play activities

TRANSFORMATIVE EXPERIENCES OF PLAY FOR ADULTS

12

(Kowal & Fortier, 2007). People report feeling tired from fulfilling their other life
responsibilities and view passive activities easier to engage in due to a lack of energy and desire
for active play activities (Kowal & Fortier, 2007). These findings suggest lifestyle balance
inequities that create stress affecting physical, mental, and emotional well-being.
Work-life balance. Another stressor related to time pressure is seeking work-life
balance. Work-life balance is “the ability to accomplish goals or meet the demands of one’s work
and personal life and achieve satisfaction in all life domains” (Bulger & Fisher, 2012, p. 182).
Attitudes toward work and play display influences of Western philosophers, theologians, and
economists (Provost, 2001). Western culture places a heavy emphasis on personal merit through
work and productivity (Huizenga, 1949; West et al., 2019). The Protestant work ethic legitimizes
activities like working or studying, while contesting leisure and relegating adult play subordinate
to productivity norms (Deterding, 2018; Provost, 2001). Personal and professional
responsibilities leave little time for play.
Work-life balance is a unique topic of concern for women in the workforce who also
shoulder an imbalanced share of the responsibilities at home. According to the U.S. Department
of Labor (2017), women make up 47 percent of the civilian workforce in the United States. In
addition to working outside the home, women burden the majority of caregiving within most
families (Chang & Bae, 2017). Socially constructed gender roles create more significant
vulnerabilities among adult females as the time and strain of both childcare and eldercare often
falls to women (Gahagan, Loppie, Rehman, Maclellen, & Side, 2007). Sacrifices in leisure areas
relating to self-care, personal time, socialization with friends, and vacations are often necessary
to accommodate caregiving tasks (MacDonald, Phipps, & Lethbridge, 2005). The fatigue, stress,
and logistics of caregiving hamper leisure participation, but it also diminishes the enjoyment of
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leisure pursuits (Gahagan et al., 2007). Engagement in physical and social activities during offwork time allows individuals to detach from work, work-related stressors, and ruminating
thoughts while increasing happiness, vigor, and levels of recovery (Unruh & Hutchinson, 2011).
Integrating play into the workplace is becoming more accepted as large innovative
companies recognize playful environments as important drivers of motivation and productivity
(Petelczyc, Capezio, Wang, Restubog, & Aquino, 2018). While major-league corporations with
bold and novel organizational cultures such as Google and Zappos have embraced the idea of
meshing work and play, this practice is not mainstream in most Western culture work
environments where there is still little acceptable structure for incorporating play or play breaks
into the workday (Petelczyc et al., 2018). Changes in technology and culture, as well as shifts in
values and interests, are altering the theater of operations for 21st-century organizations
(Petelczyc et al., 2018). Millenials to generations forward have modern expectations about worklife balance and what employers can demand (Lyons & Kuron, 2014). Play inspires learning,
creativity, connection, and supports emotional regulation that can have positive attitudinal,
social, and behavioral consequences (Schmidt & Rosenberg, 2014). A playful atmosphere can
help employees feel refreshed, refocused, more innovative, and engaged (Petelczyc et al., 2018).
Integrating play into the workday could provide a variety of physical, mental, spiritual, and
social benefits to workers that ultimately lead to job satisfaction, employee retention, and
increased productivity at work (Meyer, 2010; Proyer, 2014).
Adults face many barriers to playful leisure participation, including societal and cultural
influences, time management, work-life balance, gender, time and resource inequities, and
negative childhood play experiences. People begin to close themselves off to play as they
approach adulthood due to the overwhelm of responsibilities, overscheduling, and the belief that
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they must always be serious and productive (Brown & Vaughan, 2010). Play offers many
benefits for physical rejuvenation, mental restoration, and emotional well-being, as we explore in
the following section of this chapter.
Benefits of Play
For the purpose of this research, we use Brown and Vaughan’s (2010) definition of play
described above. Noting that this is a broad and open-ended definition, we recognize that the
benefits of play for adults can be as diverse and as individualized as the play activities that
people choose to undertake (Iwasaki, MacTavish, & MacKay, 2005). This section outlines some
of the physical, mental, and spiritual benefits one can experience from engaging in play. Many of
these benefits overlap with one another, weave amongst each other, and blur themselves between
different categories. Since we are looking at the transformative experience of play for adults in a
holistic context, we do not find this problematic. Contrarily, we are drawn more explicitly
towards the study of play because of its holistic nature and the ability for play to blur so many
boundaries (Stranger, 1999). Holistic health is an approach to life that considers the health of the
whole person and the connection of mind, body, and spirit as it interacts with their environment
and assumes an individual's acceptance of responsibility for their own level of well-being and the
daily choices made to navigate one's health (Walter, 1999). The physical, mental, and spiritual
benefits of play direct us towards our overarching theme of transformation. Thus, we will end
this section with a discussion of transformation in regard to this study.
Physical benefits. Play of all different types can have physical benefits for those who are
engaging in the play activities (Barnett, 2007; Brown & Vaughan, 2010; Chang et al., 2013;
Creswell & Merriman, 2011; Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999; Guitard et al., 2005; Humberstone,
2011; Murphy & White, 1978; Proyer, 2012; Stranger, 1999). Perhaps the most apparent forms
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of play are those that researchers would describe as rough-and-tumble or physical play (Brown &
Vaughan, 2010). These forms of body play, such as engaging in a game of soccer or mountain
climbing, can increase strength and flexibility in the physical body (Brown & Vaughan, 2010).
Brown and Vaughan (2010) even go as far as saying, "since movement is the first thing that
shows up in our own development, it can also be the first step we take back into play" (p. 152).
In many types of body play, a person can deepen proprioception, perception, and awareness of
the position and movement of the body (Stranger, 1999) and heighten their sensory awareness
(Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999). The senses are directly connected to the physical body, body
sensations, and ways of knowing. In windsurfing, for example, the body reacts and anticipates
mobility and fluidity of the elements based on various sensory inputs (Humberstone, 2011). Our
mobilities create spaces and stories, where and when we move during play, can dictate the
experiences we have (Creswell & Merriman, 2011). For example, in sports, the body learns
sensations such as calm and stillness, out-of-body experiences, feeling of immortality, and
awareness of what is beyond the self (Murphy & White, 1978).
While physical benefits might have the most direct link to physical play, all forms of play
can have physical advantages. Even non-physical forms of play, such as painting or connecting
with friends, can lead to physical effects in the body (Barnett, 2007; Chang et al., 2013; Guitard
et al., 2005; Proyer, 2012). The characteristic of playfulness in adults tends to have a positive
ripple effect on their lives, such as higher energy levels, which can lead to better physical wellbeing (Barnett, 2007; Proyer, 2012). Researchers even argue that playfulness can be a form of
preventative medicine against maladies, such as psychological, behavioral, and physical
problems (Chang et al., 2013; Guitard et al., 2005).
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While play of all varieties leads to physical benefits in adults, it is hard to separate the
physical benefits from mental benefits as the two often go hand in hand (Ernst, 2009).
Humberstone (2011) notes that play undertaken in nature settings brings about more connection
to the physical body, clearly a physical benefit of play, but that that connection ultimately brings
about a psychological balance. Often benefits that begin in our physical body also ripple out to
produce mental benefits as well.
Mental benefits. While many forms of play provide physical benefits, nearly every play
style offers mental benefits to adults who play (Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999; King, 2018;
Proyer, 2014; Stranger, 1999; West et al., 2019). The importance of adult play is increasing in
prevalence because of business, media, and popular culture pay to it (Earl, 2015). Entrepreneurs
are creating company cultures that make the work environment more playful and provide
opportunities that support adult play throughout the workday (Earl, 2015; Meyer, 2010). Meyer
(2010), along with Proyer (2014), demonstrate that work environments supporting play show a
positive correlation between employee productivity and motivation. Similarly, researchers
studied play in educational settings and found that educators of any sort, at any education level,
can effectively utilize play as a teaching tool. By using playful tasks, students mastered
monotonous subject matter as effectively as they would if taught without the playfulness but
reported higher levels of enjoyment in the process (King, 2018). Ultimately, playful meetings,
such as in an office or school setting, do not harm and may increase the productivity of those
who play; play cues increase a sense of playfulness, promoting a creative and productive climate
in work meetings (West et al., 2019).
Adults engaging in play activities often experience flow states (Csíkszentmihályi, 1975).
While we ground our research in the theoretical framework of Flow Theory in our lenses chapter,
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it is important to mention it here, as it relates to key benefits of play. For example, risk-taking,
an element of Flow Theory, experienced within leisure activity, can lead to loss of self in the
action, and intense awareness of the moment (Stranger, 1999). For those who are engaged in
high-risk sports, it is not always the love of attention from adoring fans or performing in front of
an audience that gets the athlete excited; it is the ability to engage in risk and experience an
activity in its newness, rather than to simply repeat and perfect a routine (Stranger, 1999). Risks
need just the right environment for them to happen, such as an environment free from rational
justification. These risky experiences can lead to transcendence for the person or persons
involved (Stranger, 1999) similar to the transcendence achieved through flow states
(Csíkszentmihályi, 1975).
In addition to risky experiences, creativity is also associated with both play experiences
and flow states. Adult play creates space for creativity (Baxter, 1992) and the ability to disrupt
the brain's negativity. Researchers who study the human brain have made exciting discoveries
about brain activity and how it affects the overall well-being of a human person (Hanson &
Mendius, 2009). One finding that brings hope to the human condition of suffering is that human
beings can literally change the brain through neuroplasticity. It's possible to disrupt neural
pathways, depending on the experiences (Hanson & Mendius, 2009). Imagine a relay race where
the runners are neurons, and the baton is a neurotransmitter. As the baton is passed to a new
runner, neurotransmitters are moved from one neuron to another. This process is how
information is transferred through the body and the brain, and it is happening all the time and at
rapid speed (Hanson & Mendius, 2009). These bits of information are called neurals, and they
are continually moving information around our bodies. The bits of information in our minds are
all part of our awareness. There are signals in our bodies that tell neurons whether to fire or not,
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indicating how we react to stress, and this is where we have the power to influence what is
happening in our brains (Hanson & Mendius, 2009). When we assert new ways of learning and
doing in place of harmful actions or thoughts, we create new neural pathways in the brain
(Rybak, 2013). For example, a person can retrain their brain to replace negative thoughts with
positive thoughts, a form of neuroplasticity, instead of dwelling on the difficulties in a situation,
which has a long-lasting and positive effect on their brain (Hanson & Mendius, 2009; Klein,
Kendall, & Tougas, 2019).
Mindfulness is a tool that many use to retrain the brain and to quiet the mind. One can
utilize mindfulness in secular settings or combine them within the frameworks of a religious
tradition such as Buddhism, Hinduism, Judaism, Islam, or Christianity (Hanson & Mendius,
2009). Mindfulness activities often serve as tools to obtain similar results and benefits as play
does (Kestly, 2016; Wurtzel, 2016). For this study, we define mindfulness as the self-regulation
of attention with an attitude of curiosity, openness, and acceptance (Bishop et al., 2006). The
concept of mindfulness is also intimately linked to intentionality: "Mindfulness is any kind of
practice that helps us to have the intention to pay attention without grasping onto judgment… it
is simply an intention to cultivate self-awareness without criticism" (Kestly, 2016, p. 22). In a
study focused on incarcerated male adolescents, Wurtzel (2016) introduced "play as an attractive
developmentally and culturally appropriate vehicle to effectively deliver the social-emotional
and neurological spectrum of benefits of mindfulness" (p. 2). Wurtzel (2016) states that play
activities offer virtually the same benefits as mindfulness training does. That is because play
activates a person's ventral vagal parasympathetic system (VVP), which opposes the "fightflight-freeze" response and thus reduces the release of stress hormones (Porges, 2011). Noncompetitive play can increase one's ability to relax, cope with stress, and broaden their
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imagination, similar to the benefits of a mindfulness practice (Mendizza & Pearce, 2004).
Because one plays for intrinsic goals rather than extrinsic rewards (Brown & Vaughan, 2010),
play activities can demonstrate to players the apogees of victory, the nadirs of defeat, and
reiterate the mindfulness principle of impermanence of the both situation and emotion involved
(Siegel, 2014). Ultimately, play strengthens one’s ability to thwart impulsivity by encouraging
one to “stop, look, listen, and feel” (Panksepp, 2007, p. 57).
Similar to mindfulness, nature immersion experiences, which constitute play for many,
can take people out of their everyday busyness and refocus their attention on themselves, giving
time to examine life's pressing questions they may not have considered before (Fredrickson &
Anderson, 1999). Nature has a way of opening up the mind, and thus time spent playing in nature
can lend itself to reverence, wonder, and introspection (Driver, Dustin, Baltic, Elsner, &
Peterson, 1996). In one study, which occurred in total isolation in nature, several female research
participants remarked that nature immersion was a time to remove themselves from the stress of
everyday life and shift caretaking from other people onto themselves during this time
(Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999). Spending time in nature, which can be a non-competitive play
atmosphere, creates a sense of psychological security (Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999).
Wilderness experiences themselves create a unique combination of extreme states of
consciousness and increased sensory acuity that can lead to the more meaningful aspects of
outdoor experiences (McDonald & Schreyer, 1991). Even leisure nature activities of short
duration, such as time spent in the garden or a brief walk in the sun, can provide immediate and
accessible experiences of enjoyment and satisfaction, as well as distraction from painful
emotions, because they provide time and space for people to experience something outside
themselves (Unruh & Hutchinson, 2011). Researchers Frederickson and Anderson (1999) found
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that immersive wilderness experiences remove participants from modern civilization, which they
found beneficial for those involved. The benefits of nature immersion lead to a more
psychologically balanced state of being and environmentally-sound way of operating in the
world (Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999), and play can enliven and mystify the natural
environment for the individual or individuals who play in it. As Huizinga (1949) states, “in play
we may move below the level of the serious, as the child does; but we can also move about it - in
the realm of the beautiful and the sacred” (p. 19). The benefits of the mind being engaged in
nature immersion, getting lost in what is present, opens up a new realm of possibilities through
the spiritual dimension leading a person to imagine different, and perhaps more preferred,
circumstances than what they are currently experiencing.
Similar to the muddled distinction between the physical and mental benefits of play, an
overlap exists between the mental and spiritual benefits as well. It is often those that experience
physical and mental benefits of play who open themselves to the experience of having spiritual
benefits in life (Rogers, Skidmore, Montgomery, Reidhead, & Reidhead, 2012). Intentionally
creating a leisure space or oasis can lead to the mental benefit of recharging, creating a spiritual
sense of balance, and creating connections with others (Iwasaki, et al., 2005). Related to play,
researchers sometimes frame leisure in the context of stress management or stress-coping
(Iwasaki, et al., 2005; Unruh & Hutchinson, 2011). Leisure palliative coping, as defined by
Iwasaki, et al. (2005), is a leisure-based time-out and context for renewal and rejuvenation, both
of which are considered to be mental and spiritual concepts. Participants in a focus group
describe experiences of leisure coping (Iwasaki, et al., 2005) as getting away, connecting with
friends, and time spent in nature. Hospital patients dealing with the complicated process of
chronic illness report daily play provides emotional and relational benefits such as stress-relief,
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strengthened problem-solving abilities, and improved communication with others (Van Vleet,
Helgeson, & Berg, 2019). The context of leisure provides opportunities for a wide range of
experiences, from trivial, self-indulgent escape to self-expanding personal expressiveness
(Kleiber et al., 2002). Leisure activities offer mentally calming and spiritually restorative value,
especially if they generate enjoyment (Hutchinson & Kleiber, 2005; Kleiber et al., 2002).
Spiritual benefits. From a holistic perspective, a human is composed of body, mind, and
spirit, which are all intimately connected (Micozzi, 2001). While the physical and mental
benefits of play for adults are more tangible and easier to comprehend, the spiritual benefits are
equally as important, and there is ample research proving they exist (Baxter, 1992; Folkman,
1997; Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999; Howe & Rancourt, 1990; Lazarus, 1999; Peterson &
Seligman, 2004; Unruh, 1997; Unruh & Hutchinson, 2011; Unruh et al., 2000; Ward, 1999). In
many health-related studies, researchers define spirituality as transcendence, connectedness, the
finding of meaning and purpose in life, integration of multiple aspects of the self, and a search
for the sacred (Chiu, Emblen, Van Hofwegen, Sawatzky & Meyerhoff, 2004; Tanyi, 2002;
Unruh, Versnel, & Kerr, 2002). When using this broad and open definition of spirituality, we
found it most relevant to our study to look at the spiritual benefit of play as the feeling of
connection sparked through play activities (Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999; Unruh, 1997; Unruh
& Hutchinson, 2011; Unruh et al., 2000; Ward, 1999). Connection can be between people who
are playing together (Baxter, 1992; Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999; Unruh & Hutchinson, 2011),
between a person and their environment (Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999; Howe & Rancourt,
1990; Unruh, 1997; Unruh & Hutchinson, 2011; Unruh et al., 2000; Ward, 1999), or between the
person and the greater universal energy (Folkman, 1997; Lazarus, 1999; Peterson & Seligman,
2004).

TRANSFORMATIVE EXPERIENCES OF PLAY FOR ADULTS

22

One does not need to link the spiritual benefits of play and leisure to a specific and
defined religion. Instead, the spiritual benefits of play can often be found in secular activities
related to leisure that provide a feeling of connection to another person or entity (Schmidt &
Little, 2007; Unruh & Hutchinson, 2011). Social benefits of play often include creating positive
experiences within a larger group setting (Baxter, 1992). Some play experiences have the power
to bring people closer together, such as experiencing a wilderness journey together (Fredrickson
& Anderson, 1999). Many who grew up playing a group sport could speak to the feeling of
connection they experienced amongst the team of players they coexisted with.
Sometimes the feeling of spirituality fostered from a play experience is related to an
object, such as the garden a person is tending to, bringing a sense of connectedness to the garden,
animals, and people who come to visit the space (Unruh & Hutchinson, 2011). The biophysical
environment can bring about feelings of inspiration due to features like the landscape, sun, or
moon (Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999). Individuals who enjoy nature experiences, such as
gardening or hiking, often comment about feeling connected to nature and experiencing
something greater than themselves, outside themselves (Unruh, 1997), suggesting that
connectedness with nature, along with a sense of transcendence may be critical spiritual
dimensions of leisure (Unruh et al., 2000). Play can also provide the opportunity to pursue the
essence of self (Howe & Rancourt, 1990), refreshing and renewing the soul, providing the space
for freedom and self-revelation, as well as connection in all its capacity (Ward, 1999). This
experience of deep enjoyment, sometimes described as flow (Csíkszentmihályi, 2014b), creates a
reflective space for meaning-focused coping and spiritual reflection. (Unruh & Hutchinson,
2011).
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Several researchers examined the influence of leisure activities in coping with stress
(Coleman & Iso-Ahola, 1993; Iso-Ahola & Park, 1996; Iwasaki & Mannell, 2000; Iwasaki &
Smale, 1998). Researchers considering the nature of coping suggest that leisure experiences can
aid in coping with induced stress in ways that are self-protective, self-restorative, and, ultimately,
personally transformative (Folkman, 1997; Lazarus, 1999). Peterson and Seligman (2004)
suggest playfulness helps forge connections to the larger universe, providing meaning, and the
possibility of transcendence.
Holism. As we examine the benefits of play experiences for adults, it becomes clear that
significant overlaps exist between the physical, mental, and spiritual aspects of humans (Ernst,
2009; Micozzi, 2001). Our backgrounds as Holistic Health Studies graduate students at St.
Catherine University allow us to see how each of these elements are intimately connected and
integral components of a whole. It is our understanding that a person experiences a greater sense
of well-being when one finds harmony and balance among body, mind, and spirit (Ernst, 2009).
Well-being, another term that is difficult to clearly and concisely define, is related to an
individual's level of contentment and satisfaction from their day-to-day life (Moore & Lynch,
2018). There is a positive relationship between well-being and leisure (Kim et al., 2015). Further
analysis suggests that greater general life satisfaction associated with participation in sport and
active-creative leisure activities relates to improved physical and mental health, due to social
interaction, sense of achievement, and mastery, as well as personal values and aspirations
(Brown, MacDonald, & Mitchell, 2015). Harmonious passion for leisure activities has adaptive
outcomes that can help us recognize meaning and purpose in life, promoting overall health and
well-being (Zhang, Shi, Liu, & Miao, 2014) and a sense of wholeness (Leseho & Maxwell,
2010). Ultimately, the literature suggests that general and holistic well-being is accessible to
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those who play (Brown & Vaughan, 2010; Guitard et al., 2005; Heitzman, 2002; Iwasaki et al.,
2005; Proyer, 2012). The benefits of play, whether experienced individually or holistically, have
the power to enhance general well-being and potentially transform the lives of players.
Transformation
For the purpose of this research study, we define transformation as “a shift in one’s
thinking, feeling, behavior, well-being, or relationships that may be gradual, subtle, or dramatic”
(Speedling, 2019, p. 1386). Speedling (2019) further suggests that transformation involves the
characteristics of letting go, changes in belief system, finding power within, bringing the pieces
back together, and connection to all. Transformation is a holistic process, similar to play,
involving changes in the physical, mental, and spiritual aspects of a person, or the transition from
fragmentation to wholeness (Metzner, 1980). Play can be a provocateur of transformation for
individuals, groups, and situations. By understanding the transformative dynamics of play, we
can gain insight into the ways we can participate in our own evolution (Gordon & EsbjornHargens, 2007).
Play develops both horizontally and vertically throughout the lifespan humans (Gordon &
Esbjorn-Hargens, 2007). Horizontal play broadens the range and diversity of play forms.
Examples of horizontal play forms include exploration, skill acquisition, art, humor, or physical
play that generates relief, release, and mastery. Vertical play transforms the player, playmates,
and the playground by widening the identity and sensitivity of the self and community (SuttonSmith, 1997). The more we play, the more we identify and open to deeper play. As the player in
us evolves, facets of the self that were suppressed or unperceived flourish into play,
progressively harmonizing the whole self and the whole of the world. Our participation in the
world is a function of freedom, which is the same as our capacity to play (Gordon & Esbjorn-
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Hargens, 2007). As we develop, we can engage more fully, joyfully, and effectively in the world.
Our playground of opportunity both broadens and deepens, along with our interest and capacity
to respond creatively and playfully. When personally identifying with a larger life, play increases
the possibilities for all of life (Gordon & Esbjorn-Hargens, 2007).
Play opens people to a broader range of experiences and challenges than they would
typically tolerate and increases sensitivity capacity through exposure to different perspectives
and responses. These include sensitivity to ourselves (emotions), each other (connectedness),
goodness (morality), truth (cognition), and beauty (aesthetics), all of which form the basis of
good play and a healthy world. As we cultivate these sensitivities, we can play more
harmoniously within ourselves and with others and become freer to live life as play (Gordon &
Esbjorn-Hargens, 2007).
Play provides a platform for transformation, both large and small (Barnett, 2011;
Folkman, 1997; Gordon & Esbjorn-Harnes, 2007; Kleiber et al., 2002; Lazarus, 1999; Peterson
& Seligman, 2004). Barnett (2011) states that individuals who are playful can "transform almost
any situation into one that is amusing and entertaining by cognitively and imaginatively
manipulating it in their mind" (p. 169). Gordon and Esbjorn-Hargens (2007) contend that the
characteristics of openness, flexibility, and playfulness hold transformational possibilities. Play
and playfulness opens us intently into the present moment. In the full absorption and excitement
of play, we find temporary freedom, a sense of spaciousness, and grace from life's challenges.
The state of playfulness provides a glimpse of our measureless true nature and evolving
consciousness (Gordon & Esbjorn-Harnes, 2007). While the transformation of individual
situations through play might seem basic, this tool can have dramatic implications on one's larger
life.
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Studies considering the nature of coping (Folkman, 1997; Lazarus, 1999) suggest that
leisure experiences aid in coping with induced stress in ways that are self-protective, selfrestorative, and, ultimately, personally transformative. The physical, mental, and spiritual
benefits outlined above can have ripple effects across all aspects of life, and create massive
transformations in how someone feels, thinks, and behaves. The context of play provides
opportunities for a wide range of experiences, from trivial, self-indulgent escape to selfexpanding personal expressiveness (Kleiber et al., 2002). Peterson and Seligman (2004), suggest
playfulness helps forge connections to the larger universe, providing meaning and the possibility
of transcendence. Thus, one has many opportunities to transform through the act of play
(Barnett, 2011; Folkman, 1997; Gordon & Esbjorn-Harnes, 2007; Kleiber et al., 2002; Lazarus,
1999; Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Sutton-Smith, 1997).
Summary
Play is an ambiguous concept, particularly play for adults. Researchers have yet to
develop a uniform definition of play (Sandberg, 2001; Van Vleet & Feeney, 2015). We adopt a
working definition of play derived from play researchers Brown and Vaughan’s (2010) book,
Play: How it Shapes the Brain, Opens the Imagination, and Invigorates the Soul. Brown and
Vaughan (2010) suggest that play consists of being “1) an attractive activity done for its own
sake, 2) is voluntary, 3) has freedom from time constraints, 4) provides diminished
consciousness of self, and 5) has improvisational potential” (p. 17). Even within the constraints
of this definition, play is individualistic and encompasses infinite variability (Brown & Vaughan,
2010).
Various factors keep adults from incorporating play into their day-to-day routines (Brown
& Vaughan, 2010). Adults face barriers to play to the extent that other age groups do not, such as
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societal and cultural pressures (Pang & Proyer, 2018), busy schedules (Heintzman & Mannell,
2003), and managing a work-life balance (Kowal & Fortier, 2007).
Despite the barriers keeping many adults from playing, those who do play may
experience various benefits. Play of all different varieties can have physical benefits for those
who are engaging in the play activities (Barnett, 2007; Brown & Vaughan, 2010; Chang et al.,
2013; Creswell & Merriman, 2011; Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999; Guitard et al., 2005;
Humberstone, 2011; Murphy & White, 1978; Proyer, 2012; Stranger, 1999). Similarly, nearly
every form of play provides mental benefits to adults who play (Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999;
King, 2018; Proyer, 2014; Stranger, 1999; West et al., 2019). There are also spiritual benefits
experienced by people who play (Baxter, 1992; Folkman, 1997; Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999;
Howe & Rancourt, 1990; Lazarus, 1999; Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Unruh, 1997; Unruh &
Hutchinson, 2011; Unruh et al., 2000; Ward, 1999).
Because the human body is a complex system made up of overlapping realms of
physicality, mentality, and spirituality (Micozzi, 2001), it is our understanding that a person can
experience a greater sense of well-being when one finds harmony and balance in all three realms
of body, mind, and spirit (Ernst, 2009). As play provides benefits in all three of these facets, we
see play as a holistic activity. Furthermore, play offers a platform for transformation, both large
and small (Barnett, 2011; Folkman, 1997; Gordon & Esbjorn-Harnes, 2007; Kleiber et al., 2002;
Lazarus, 1999; Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Sutton-Smith, 1997).
Researchers have amply studied the concept of play among certain age groups of various
mammalian species for centuries (Ahloy-Dallaire et al., 2017; Gillard, 2019; Guitard et al., 2005;
Hoppes et al., 2001; Hicks & Siedlecki, 2017; McKinney & Power, 2012; Moore & Lynch,
2018; Sandberg, 2001; Yamanashi et al., 2018). Currently there is ample research on the
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importance of play for children (Guitard et al., 2005; Henricks, 2009) and increasingly more
research on the importance of play for the elderly (Nicholson, Shimp, & Rabin, 2013; Tse et al.,
2018), however, there is a gap in the existing research regarding the importance of play in
adulthood. Because we understand the holistic benefits of play and see play as a platform for
transformation, the purpose of this project is to answer the research question, Does play provide
transformative experiences for adults?
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Lenses
Life must be lived as play.
-Plato
The purpose of this chapter is to articulate the relevant research lenses that have
influenced the development, implementation, and interpretation of this research study. We intend
to allow our readers to critically assess how our personal lenses affected our research by
expressing our underlying assumptions. In this section, we describe the theoretical lenses that
provide the framework for our research: grounding it, guiding it, and ultimately helping us
develop the study. We then express our own relevant personal and professional lenses and how
they influence this research.
Theoretical Lenses
Two theoretical frameworks ground this research project: Flow Theory and
Leisure/Recreation Theory. In this section, we briefly summarize each theory and how they
influence this project.
Flow Theory. Flow Theory, originated by psychologist Csíkszentmihályi, describes a
mental state in which a person is fully immersed in a feeling of focus, involvement, and
enjoyment in their process or activity (Csíkszentmihályi, 2014b). Other terms for flow state are
peak experiences (Lanier, Privette, Vodanovich, & Bundrick, 1996; Maslow, 1962), optimal
experiences (Csíkszentmihályi, 2014a), and being in the zone. These terms characterize the
feeling when one is totally absorbed in the moment and loses track of both space and time
(Lanier et al., 1996).
Csíkszentmihályi, one of the forefathers of Positive Psychology, developed the concept
of flow state after becoming fascinated with artists who became so wholly immersed and lost in

TRANSFORMATIVE EXPERIENCES OF PLAY FOR ADULTS

30

their work that they would disregard food and sleep for days on end. This observation led
Csíkszentmihályi to begin researching the phenomenon in its various other forms. Different
interviews with people who experienced flow state mention the feeling as something akin to a
flow of water or a liquid current actively carrying them along in their activity (Csíkszentmihályi,
2014b).
One can experience a state of flow in a variety of fields and activities. In essence, the
transcendence of ordinary states of being is when someone truly enjoys the activity they are
doing (Csíkszentmihályi, 2014a). Practically, entering the flow state is simply the limiting of
one's attention and focus on specific stimuli to the exclusion of other stimuli. As
Csíkszentmihályi (2014a) explains, flow can be achieved in "making love or listening to music,
[in] playing tennis, or working at the peak of one's capacity" (p. 6). It is important to note that
this limiting of stimuli must be voluntary (Csíkszentmihályi, 2014a); otherwise, an aversive
effect takes place, and one enters a state of obsession (Csíkszentmihályi, 2014b).
Flow Theory is a particularly vital foundation to ground the research of play as Flow
Theory stems from Csíkszentmihályi's own research, done in the mid-1970s, on the topic of play.
Csíkszentmihályi (2014b) found that the flow state only seemed to appear when a person was
actively engaged in flow activities. He stated in his paper, Play and Intrinsic Rewards (2014b),
“the most typical kind of flow experience is play, and games are the most common forms of play
activity” (p. 137).
There are six elements to flow experiences: merging action and awareness, centering of
attention, loss of ego, control of action and environment, demands for action and clear feedback,
and the autotelic nature of flow (Csíkszentmihályi, 2014b). Merging action and awareness
simply means that one does not act with a dualistic perspective, or that one is aware of their
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actions but not of the awareness itself. Relatedly, centering of attention allows this merging of
action and awareness to happen, by focusing on a limited stimulus field. One can see this
centering of focus when they witness someone who is so engrossed in an activity that they have
lost track of place and time. These first elements lead to a loss of ego, or a loss of selfconsciousness. As the person becomes more engrossed in what they are doing, their focus on the
task replaces their focus on their self-constructed identity of self-completing the task
(Csíkszentmihályi, 2014b). There is no worry about goals or performance (Monson, 2012).
Ultimately, this happens when one feels as though they are in control of their action and
environment, at least theoretically. If a person is overly worried about what outcomes may
happen, they cannot enter a flow state. This situation requires a precarious balance of skill and
challenge present in the situation. Feeling in control of the situation leads to a series of precise
demands for action and distinct next steps to take. One cannot stay in a flow state while
questioning the next best move or the pros and consequences of that next step. Ultimately, this
makes flow state autotelic, or entirely intrinsically motivated (Csíkszentmihályi, 2014b).
Flow Theory frames our research in multiple ways. Fundamentally, it helps us better
understand what play is and how to best define it. We see play experiences and flow experiences
as inextricably linked phenomena. We also experience flow states at various times throughout
our research journey. As flow states are involved in many creative pursuits (Csíkszentmihályi,
2014b; Moore, 2013), we benefit from our flow experiences in designing, implementing, and
interpreting this research. Similarly, flow intimately relates to many spiritual experiences (Stace,
1960), and as we work within the framework of Organic Inquiry, we actively invite the spirit into
every facet of our research. We found this theory helpful in examining how we individually and
collectively view spirit and spiritual activity, both within and outside of the confines of this
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research study. Just as with play, one can see spirit in a wide variety of personal ways, and thus
spirit and spirituality may be more easily defined in relation to flow and flow state (Purdy &
Dupey, 2005). Flow Theory influences our interpretation of the data because activities that
induce the flow state are considered play. When co-researchers could not necessarily identify
what actions constituted play, reframing it in terms of flow state helped clarify how the coresearchers play, even if they did not articulate it in those terms.
Leisure/Recreation Theory. Leisure is an integral and vital aspect of human existence
that is increasingly gaining emphasis in current society. Genuine leisure is the ability to be
spontaneous, open to both affective and cognitive experiences, while facilitating openness in
ourselves and others (Wright, 1984). Wright (1984) further considers leisure as "the ability to
experience timelessness, letting go of the need for structure and boundaries; a melding of the
sacred and secular" (p. 202). Researchers typically define leisure experiences as being pleasant in
expectation, experience, or recollection, intrinsically motivated, optional in nature, autonomous,
and thoroughly engaging (Iso-Ahola, 1980; Kleiber, 1999; Shaw, 1985).
Since the Industrial Revolution, separation of work and leisure in Western society has led
to the perception that leisure needs to be earned and is justified only after one’s work is
completed (Overman, 1997). Additionally, the impact of the Protestant (work) ethic touting
leisure as idleness, wasting time, or an “opportunity for sin” creates a conundrum of duality for
individuals who both feel obligated to have a good time during leisure and simultaneously feel
guilty for enjoying themselves.
Various disciplinary approaches have been used by researchers to explore and understand
the links between health and leisure (Coleman & Iso-Ahola, 1993; Haworth, 2003; Iwasaki &
Mannell, 2000; Murphy, 2003). Consequently, researchers found positive health effects of
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leisure (Gallant & Connell, 1997; Schulz & Beach, 1999). In particular, leisure shows to be an
effective means of coping and adapting to change, such that having time-out for positive leisure
experiences enhances subjective well-being (Diener, 2000; Folkman, 1997). Researchers define
well-being as being action-oriented as well as a feeling of self-possession (Davidson, Shahar,
Lawless, Sells, & Tondora, 2006), suggesting that well-being is concerned with pleasant feelings
and experiences and a means for by which individuals make choices and live their lives (Deci &
Ryan, 2001; Lent, 2004). The positive elements humans derive from leisure pursuits are linked to
positive emotions, including feelings of optimism, overall well-being, and a reduction in feelings
of unhappiness (Lykken, 2000). The potential for leisure to serve as a buffer to stress is of
particular significance to the health of caregivers (Iwasaki & Smale, 1998). Research also links
positive health, initiated through leisure activities, with increased physical health owing to
protection from the physical stressors of age, infection, and illness (Ostir, Markides, Black, &
Goodwin, 2000; Salovey, Rothman, Detweiler, & Steward, 2000). In particular, several
researchers found evidence of enhanced immune and cardiovascular function among individuals
who pursue active leisure behaviors (Hartig, Evans, Jamner, Davis, & Garling, 2003; McCraty,
Atkinson, Tiller, Rein, & Watkins, 1995).
We use leisure research in the design, implementation, and interpretation of this project
due to the overlapping nature of the concepts of leisure and play and the scarcity of play-based
research on adults. As a research team, we believe that leisure can often look like play; however,
not all leisure is play. For example, resting on a lounge chair can be considered leisure; however,
it is not a play activity due to the person's lack of action. In our literature review, we use leisure
research that focuses on the activities that we define as play.
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When constructing our study's play experience, we intentionally created an environment
that allowed people to be spontaneous and open to connecting with others (critical elements of
Leisure/Recreation Theory). We also included activities that fully engage all participants in
either a physical, emotional, and cognitive manner. Leisure/Recreation Theory influences our
interpretation of the results because several co-researchers observed how activities helped them
open up and experience enjoyment. Play is beneficial and inherently satisfying; otherwise, it is
not play at all. This concept helps one identify activities as play and evaluate them as being
transformational or not.
Personal and Professional Lenses
Each researcher on this team brings unique and relevant personal and professional
histories to this project. Through our critical research paradigm, and because of our use of
Organic Inquiry as a culture of inquiry, we acknowledge that the primary researchers act as an
incredibly valuable instrument to both our data collection and data analysis (Curry & Wells,
2006; Creswell, 2014; Patton, 2002). While our professional lenses give us credibility as a
research instrument, our personal experiences also contribute to how we view the concept of play
for adults. Thus, we feel it is vital for us to describe our professional lenses briefly and how they
influence our research process, as well as our personal lenses, and how we were able to actively
observe how they play a part in shaping our study.
Kimberly. Growing up on a large grain farm in the wide-open spaces of rural
southeastern North Dakota with dozens of family members living in close proximity, playmates,
and opportunities for frolicking were abundant. Family gatherings were a weekly occurrence
with plenty of cousins converging to explore the countryside, creating our fun, and playing way
past dark to our heart’s content. Most of our play happened outside, in the garden, in the woods,
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climbing trees, rocks, and rooftops, digging in the dirt, slinging mud, and building igloos and
making angels in the snow, from early morning to well after dark, in every season despite
weather conditions. Our imaginations ran as far as our parents would allow as we built forts with
bales of hay in the hayloft, swinging from the barn rafters yodeling like Tarzan and dropping 10
feet into the soft, loose straw below; setting up house in the middle of Grandma’s grove of lilac
bushes, stealing eggs from the henhouse to crack into mud pies and creating other natureinspired delicacies; and scooping moss out of the sloughs, wrapping them with baling twine to
create figures of our family members (poor Uncle Roy, short and stout, was always depicted
twice as wide as he was tall). We found plenty of mischief and frivolity to engage in; good, clean
fun, lots of fresh air, and laughter, all complements of nature, and our imaginations!
This innate and affirmed capacity for exploring, imagining, creating, problem-solving,
and joy informed my sense of self, of the world, and of how I would navigate not just in the time
and space of my childhood but through life as an adult. The uniqueness of my early play
experiences activated deeply by nature and nurture, and seated in curiosity, laid fertile ground
and inspiration for life’s journey down a playful path. The security and freedom afforded me to
play as a child rendered an ability to reframe obstacles and difficulties I would meet through
adulthood into opportunities for growth and transformation. True to the play literature in this
study and consistent with the tenets of organic inquiry, the seeds of my play personality and play
spirit were sown at inception, well-nurtured upon arrival and firmly rooted in my childhood.
From swimming my first water ballet in utero as my mother swayed to the music of the early
’60s, to dancing on the beaches of Cabo nearly 60 years later, play has proved to be a constant
and ready companion throughout life. Play’s ability to influence my attitude, health, and vitality
sparked interest in exploring the role of play throughout the lifespan and its implications as an
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accessible, affordable, and viable wellness measure. Looking back at the significance play
enacted in my own life stimulated curiosity about the role, influence, and stories of play for other
adults, and how we might use play to help people flourish and connect with themselves, others,
and their environments. However, my idyllic childhood play experiences also created the
unconscious bias that everybody plays and is playful. As identified in the literature and
confirmed by our co-researchers, inequalities around leisure and play exist influencing who gets
to play in adulthood, including cultural and societal norms, gender influence, lack of time and
financial resources, and even the baggage of our play histories (was childhood play frequent,
fair, and fun). Creating safety and space for all co-researcher experiences was vital, as was the
need to gently hold and honor their shared thoughts and stories.
I had a playful and creatively talented mother who enjoyed writing, drawing, painting,
needlework, cooking, and gardening. I remember Mom laughing a lot. She was wondrously
inquisitive about everything, and she delighted in our curiosity and creativity as well. We were
left to contrive our fun, only to intervene if she heard us kids raucously laughing and having
what might be considered too much of a good time (i.e., cutting the hair on our Barbie dolls or
playing a game of catch with the freshly gathered eggs she sold for fun-money). Complaints of
“being bored” were met with “sounds like a personal problem to me.” Often our playtime
involved imaginary activities, playing school or doctor, or staging theatrical productions which
we campaigned hard to convince our parents were worthy of the 25-cent admission.
These early stagings of creative and imaginary play ignited an interest in performance
and swept me into dance and theater as more serious forms of play. Movement, imagination, and
creativity sparked energy and joy in my being as I engaged in classes and spent endless hours in
self-expression and mastery around these artforms. My exploration and play experiences around
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the performing arts were intuitive and sacred infusing a sense of self and value for me
individually and also for my community as I discovered the delight of entertaining and bringing
enjoyment to others. Performance art keenly influenced the framing of my critical worldview as I
was continuously dipping into past experiences of play and connection to embody and express
my creativity. Every performance added to my life’s journey evolving my sense of self and
defining my reality one dance or theatrical performance at a time based on the choreography,
character, script, set, director, co-performers, and audience members; a kind of social negotiation
in continuous ebb and flow and never the same performance on any given night. Live
performance is a give/get, co-created experience; a symbiotic relationship between the energies
exchanged between the performer and the audience, using self as the instrument of creative
expression. If ever there was an example steeped in a critical worldview, it may well be in the
world and art of live performance. Storytelling is the crux of the performing arts, the relating of
precious, profound, and sacred narratives creatively and ethereally expressed through music,
dance, and theatrics. Primed with an experience of play, the focus group interview methodology
successfully provided a format for extracting the prolific and sticky stories of play and examples
of transformation in the lives of our co-researchers.
The performing arts, specifically dance, theater, and speech, continued to be a passion
throughout college and into my early work years. When I landed my first “real” job in the
corporate world, I initially felt a need to demonstrate a more focused effort on productivity,
shelving all pretense, and play. Many of our co-researchers commented on experiencing the
same shift, having to separate play from work, segregating playfulness from productivity. My
playful traits of curiosity, creativity, and flexibility, fortunately, accorded themselves well to
work in public relations, business development, and fundraising. My passion and play skills had
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found a way into productivity and value for my employers. A flair for entertaining, creating
novelty (the wow-factor), and relational skills often put me in charge of hospitality and event
planning both in the corporate world and in social organizations, including my faith community.
These playful traits and skills also influenced how I showed up in the course of this research
project; compelling me to carting treats for my Playmates to our weekly research meetings at the
library, in creating a center of beauty and hospitality to welcome our co-researchers to the play
experience and focus group session, in hosting a data collection weekend at our lake home,
planning and preparing meals and snacks for my Playmates, and supplying Play Doh™ for
sensory and imaginal fun. As a hostess, I want my guests (my Playmates and co-researchers in
this process) to feel safe, included, welcomed, honored, respected, and free to explore and
express. So, it’s play for me to create environments that are welcoming, inviting, hospitable, and
that create connection and inspire engagement with the process and, most especially, with each
other. My life experiences with play have infused this playful expression in me. I’ve come to
realize that by infusing a spirit of playfulness into work and other aspects of life, I can
successfully navigate and transform stressful situations or mundane activities into manageable, if
not enjoyable, opportunities. Playfulness can confer joy, freedom, and the ability to bracket any
experience within a larger context, whether one is dancing, gardening, hiking, doing taxes, or
writing a research paper!
A heavy snowfall invited me into the study of play. It had snowed non-stop the two days
before committing to a topic for this research thesis. I was stressed-out struggling to land on a
topic that would be both meaningful to me and advance information for those interested in
holistic health opportunities. Thoughts drifted out the window, and I found myself transfixed on
the round patio table piled high with snow and thinking how it resembled a cake begging for
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embellishment. Donning warm gear, I headed into the woods in search of nature-inspired
ornamentation. Three hours had evaporated in the frivolous, mind-absorbing act of adorning this
cake with the twigs, leaves, and pinecones. From the viewpoint of productivity, this diversion
may appear a pointless act and complete waste of time. As it turns out, there was great value in
this exploit. I benefited from the escape of my frustration, experienced relaxation, and joy in the
creative process. And bonus - my research topic landed on me. I had just played. I had let go of
my struggle and granted myself the space for possibility and a new frontier to explore – the
world of play and its powerful potential for transformation.
This research experience transformed me by broadening my understanding and
perspective around the value of play and infusing a belief that the world is more joyful and
compassionate when play is inclusive and welcoming for everyone. Through discussion with my
researching Playmates and stories shared by the co-researchers, I am encouraged to stay open
and curious when life presents unwelcomed challenges and reminded that a playful attitude can
open a world of possibilities, affirming our immutable power and infinite capacities. When play
is transcendentally good, it is because we are in relationship with our deepest, most authentic
self, and that healing medicine for us and the world.
Jen. Personally, I have good and bad experiences in life when it comes to play. I
remember horrible experiences in school gym class while growing up. I am not naturally
coordinated or adept at sports, so this made me a target for ridicule and ostracization. Many
times I stood in hurt silence in response to the humiliation of being picked last for every team or
while hearing the malicious comments from my classmates. To this day, I will not participate in
team sports due to the fear of reliving those types of experiences. As an adult, I found what kinds
of play I did enjoy. I feel happiness when doing solo activities such as dancing, hiking, singing,
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or painting. The time flies by as I enter a flow state. Despite the benefits of play, I do not do
those activities often because of other responsibilities. I also berate myself for picking play over
something productive, which leads to me not deriving enjoyment from the activity. I want to
change my narrative around play. By researching other people's stories they tell themselves
about play, I am that much closer to understanding my own needs around making more time for
play. By changing the stories people tell themselves about their experiences, they can transform
their lives.
I have a bachelor's degree in psychology. I spent most of my post-college career working
in social services. I worked with diverse types of people, including those with developmental
disabilities, mental health issues, teen moms, people with brain injuries, and senior citizens. I
provided support in employment and residential settings. I currently assist clients with mental
and physical health diagnoses by coordinating their home and community-based waiver services
aimed at keeping them as independent as possible and out of the nursing facility. It is important
to me to be a part of empowering others so that they are able to lead fulfilling lives. Most of the
clients I work with live in poverty. For them, they are concerned with day to day survival. They
do not have time for play or activities with seemingly no purpose. Their lives are dominated by
serious topics and the time-consuming navigation of the social services system. There is little
time or money for fun activities. Clients frequently become socially isolated, sometimes even
physically isolated. Play can provide physical, emotional, and spiritual benefits. I enjoy
exploring ways people can access play activities so they can be happy and feel good about
themselves just as they are right now. The stories people tell themselves about why they cannot
play are narratives that can be turned around with self-awareness. That is why I became
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interested in exploring this research subject further, to understand the internal and external
hindrances to play so people can give themselves permission to be transformed by play.
It was important to me to create a safe space for play during our research study. Given
my previously poor experiences with play in groups, I was cognizant of the need to create a play
experience and focus group that felt accessible and not intimidating to our co-researchers. The
goal of the study was to get people to open up about their thoughts about play and not feel closed
down by the play experience. In analyzing the data from our study, I was pleasantly surprised to
see how cohesive this group of co-researchers became in the course of one morning. The data
reframed my automatic bias of seeing group play as being bad and changed it into viewing such
activities as a way to connect with others and myself. In seeking to change other people's
narratives around play, I actually ended up changing my own story, and now I see play in a much
more positive light.
Caroline. I was born in Minneapolis, MN, and raised on a hobby farm in the city's idyllic
western suburbs. I was fortunate to have ample forests to play in and a hyperactive imagination
to keep me occupied through the long summer days and even longer winter seasons. I spent most
of my time wandering through the woods with my neighbors and friends, creating elaborate forts
and even more elaborate storylines that we enacted inside the forts. When nighttime rolled
around, we caught fireflies and listened to owl calls and frog croaks out in the woods. Every day
was a new journey into the imagination, and looking back, I'm able to see the impact these
journeys had on me were intimately connected to the natural setting they took place in. Through
early education at various Waldorf Schools in the Twin Cities, I further cultivated and fostered
my curiosity and need for play. I'm so grateful for the creativity and curiosity that I encouraged
throughout my early years as I see the influence it had on the way I showed up to this research
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project. We met the obstacles we encountered throughout the process with innovative and atypical solutions. For example, we refined the many iterations of our research question through
creative mind mapping, artistic exploration, and lots of other playful activities.
Beginning in Middle School and continuing into my early twenties, I competed in
horseback riding and show jumping competitions on an international level. Competing in this
sport afforded me moments of levity, laughter, and humility (as activities involving animals
often do). While ultimately becoming overly structured and highly stressful in later years,
horseback riding has helped me to develop so many life skills that have shaped who I am today,
including dedication, drive, and perseverance. I found that these skills were incredibly helpful
throughout the research process. Without the commitment to stick with the 14-month process,
the drive to continue on, despite setbacks, and the perseverance to finish the study during the
midst of a global pandemic, I might not have completed this paper. Furthermore, I was able to
spend time playing at the barn through it all-- a place where some of my clearest thinking
happens.
After high school, I moved East and attended the University of Virginia, where I
graduated with a B.A. in Art History. I always enjoyed the interdisciplinary nature of Art
History—the creativity, the process, the ties to spirituality and religion, and the beauty. Many of
these elements are what draw me to the topic of play. After graduation, I moved to New York
City, and for the first time in my life, truly lost touch with what daily play looks like. I began a
tedious and monotonous job in a windowless cubicle and spent my days counting down the hours
until I was home, on the couch, watching mindless television. Not surprisingly, I did not last long
in this routine and applied to graduate school after a year in the city. While I have no interest in
returning to a play-less life, it is through this deprivation that I realized how important play was
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to me. Because I have spent periods of my life miserably prioritizing extrinsic validation over
intrinsic reward, I developed my critical paradigmatic lens. I hoped that the research we
conducted for this study could help systemically change the culture that oppresses so many.
After New York, I spent two wonderful years in London getting my M.A. in
Contemporary Art History at The Sotheby's Institute, a program accredited through The
University of Manchester. Our program was fully immersive—we spent most of our time in
galleries, museums, and art fairs—both in London and across continental Europe. I was able to
stay present and keep all my senses fully heightened by surrounding myself with different
cultures and ways of living unfamiliar to me. I was in a flow state-- it was play! This program
gave me my first real taste of academic writing and the process of completing a dissertation,
which helped support me this time around. Ultimately, as much as I enjoyed my time in London,
I quickly realized an element I missed most from my childhood was nature, and this realization
led me to one of my most pivotal life decisions.
In 2010 I took a leap of faith and moved to a ski town in south, central Idaho. This small
town provided me with ample examples of people who prioritized play in their lives; people who
left high paying careers to ski every day and consciously chose lifestyle over financial and
professional success. This town removed the lens of age from my eyes, and I saw everyone as
thrill-seekers, adrenaline junkies, and wellness enthusiasts. I also realized how fit, healthy, and
youthful everyone seemed in an environment that prioritizes play above all else. After
researching play, I now see the direct correlation between the lifestyle and its physical,
emotional, and spiritual effects on the people who lived in town. I loved every minute of my time
hiking in the summer and skiing in the winter. I believe that the time I spent in this snow globe
opened up the possibility for my future study into the transformative experiences of play for
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adults. I honestly see my time playing in the mountains as the single most transformative
experience of my life. And obviously, it revolved around play and learning what play looked like
to me! Perhaps this earlier foray into play helped lead me to this particular research project.
In Idaho, I dipped my toe into the service industry and met friends and collected stories
that will last me a lifetime. Working in the service industry was its own form of play; never two
days fully the same and a whole cast of characters continually keeping me on my toes. Despite
thoroughly enjoying my time working in bars and restaurants, in 2012, I returned to my
equestrian roots from childhood and began volunteering at a therapeutic equestrian center. After
a year of assisting in lessons, I decided to shift careers. I started the process of getting certified
through the Professional Association of Therapeutic Horsemanship, International, as a
therapeutic riding instructor in 2013. At the equestrian center, I worked with children and adults
with emotional, physical, cognitive, and behavioral disabilities. For five years, I spent many of
my days teaching life skills through equine-assisted therapy—and playing! Seeing the joy that
horses bring out in our students was amazing. My years of working as a therapeutic horseback
riding instructor led me to pursue furthering my knowledge in healing modalities through St.
Catherine University's program in Holistic Health Studies. I believe that I can easily integrate the
research we conducted for this study into the therapeutic horseback riding world. I hope to be
able to take many of the things that I learned about the importance of play for adults back to my
students at the therapeutic ranch. By exposing my students to the physical, mental, and spiritual
benefits of play, I hope to increase their general sense of well-being and transform their lives.
A final, but equally important way I have woven play throughout my life is through a
deep-seated desire to travel. My mother, who loved adventures in far-off places, raised me to
value exploration and adventure. From a summer-long NOLS (National Outdoor Leadership
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School) course in Western Australia and climbing Mt. Sinai in Egypt to road tripping down the
coast of California or exploring a part of Minnesota I've never experienced, I find myself more
apt to play while exploring. I believe that experiencing play is easier when you travel because
one can more easily stay grounded and present when put into a new, unfamiliar environment.
Because of these experiences, I felt drawn to investigating the mindfulness elements of play
activities. Also, as this was my first foray into research-- a sort of immersion experience, if you
will-- I found myself able to be playful about the project and engage in creative problem-solving
throughout the entire experience. Without the help of my other playful, creative co-researchers, I
think this project would have looked vastly different, and not nearly as fun to complete.
After nearly a decade in the mountains, I returned home to Minneapolis in 2018 to pursue
an interest in Holistic Health Studies. I hope to use my degree from St. Catherine University to
further my own passions and bring the benefits of play and other holistic modalities to my
broader community. Playfulness, and its sister characteristic curiosity, are truly what make life
worth living. Ultimately, I feel that play allows one to express themselves fully and deeply
explore what brings them joy, presence, and overall well-being. The ways people play are as
unique as their fingerprints, and I genuinely feel that a life without play is not much of a life to
live.
The various life experiences I have had allow me to understand that people play in a
myriad of ways. I do not think that I would have been able to address this project, in the same
way, had I not come with my personal lens and personal play history. My own work-play
balance kept this project manageable and made me seek playful solutions for research problems.
I had to continually remind myself that the co-researchers might have different ideas of what
constitutes play, and will admit that it is a struggle for me to see video games and "screen time"
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activities as play. My curiosity pushed me through the research process, and helped me look
through other co-researchers' individual lenses to see a glimpse of the world from their
paradigms. I think that my interactions with my fellow researchers, and co-researchers, and my
14-month deep dive into the world of play, will have ripple effects to all aspects of my life. Even
in the final days of finishing this project, I find myself more apt to take a play break knowing
that my body needs to move, my brain needs to recharge, and my spirit needs to connect for me
to be holistically well. I hope that my playfulness radiates outwards and infects others with the
desire to play!
Rupa. I grew up in a pragmatic and loving family in St. Paul. The ways my intellect and
connection to my body were taught were logical and linear; I went to school to learn, and I
played sports to express energy. I grew up in the city and with safeguards around my playtime.
As a young child, my neighbors and I would walk to local playgrounds with our parents. As the
oldest child on my block, I organized neighborhood soccer games in my spacious backyard for
my friends. A very active child, I grew up in a household with a lot of love and went to schools
that fostered traditional values of working hard, loving God, and being kind to others.
My life became richer through play when I entered my 30s. Two immersion experiences
influenced my interest in researching play. The first was I spent three weeks traveling around
India with a good friend, and the second was a 6-week hike on the Pacific Crest Trail in the
Cascade Mountain Range in Oregon. Although they were two completely different trips, both
had the same qualities that Brown (2010) uses to describe play: the experiences were done for
their own sake, were voluntary, freedom from constraints and diminished consciousness of self
and also the loss of sense of time (Lanier et al., 1996). Since these experiences, I've tried to be
intentional about creating a more playful life for myself. I can't always get away for weeks at a
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time, but what can I do in a quick 30-minute burst that can yield the same, or similar, result?
When I take the time for these activities, such as a little bhangra dancing (traditional dance form
from the Punjab region of India) in my living room or singing -loudly-with a group or by myself
in the car, I feel really good about myself. This was the inspiration for this project, feeling the
joy of play and the desire to share it with others!
Play can make the mundane fun if I have the right playful partners. Social and physical
play are meaningful to me. When I can combine both, I am in heaven! Being part of my swim
team, backpacking with my wife, or just wandering around an unknown city where life is
buzzing all around me! I have now figured out how to incorporate more play into my life; rather
than feeling the need to justify my need for play, I do it anyway because I am aware of the
holistic benefits it embodies.
I came into St. Catherine University's Masters in Holistic Health Studies at a time when I
felt like the world needed a lot of healing. I was unsure of my role in this calling, but I took this
step and have never looked back. Among making connections with communities here and in
India when I studied abroad with classmates, becoming a researcher, and seeing a broad view of
the interconnectedness between these areas and more, I learned to pay deeper attention to what
made me feel good. For example, I’ve spent more time developing my skills as an artist during
this time because of some of the art-based final projects I’ve completed, and have plans to
deepen this pursuit after this thesis is complete.
My life as an adoptee is proof to me that there are other lives and experiences beyond
what I see in front of me. Through the constructivist viewpoint, I see that if my circumstances
hadn't been altered, I would be living a completely different life than what I am right now. There
is no judgment attached to this; it just is. However, in collaboration with my research team, I can
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easily adapt to the critical paradigm because I also see that others can live life differently than I
am, if they are fully informed of the choices they have, and are willing to embrace them. In
creating a space where information can be gathered, shared, and felt, I feel hopeful that all who
encounter our work will be transformed because they can identify themselves in the barriers
presented and also a way to live a little more creatively.
My BA is in elementary education and theology with a concentration in communication
arts and literature; however, my heart feels the most joyful when I am with our littlest humans,
those in early childhood. While I was an undergraduate student, my on-campus job was as a
student worker at the University's Child Development Center (the CDC), a place for children
aged 6 weeks up to 6 years old. There, I was immersed in completely different ways of learning.
Rather than solely focusing on academic rigor, the CDC prioritized play that was tailored to the
age groups of the children. During my time as a student worker and, eventually, full-time staff, I
learned about several different types of play: solo, parallel, spectator, dramatic, imaginative and
social play- and what they look like at varying developmental stages. From my observations, I
saw that giving the children the time and space to play led to problem-solving, ways to engage
with peers, leave room for the imagination, and pure joy. As I saw the effectiveness in playbased learning for children and through what I have been learning in the Holistic Health Studies
program at St. Kate's, I grew more curious about how this could look in adults, as the holistic
benefits of play were becoming more apparent. I became particularly interested in how emotional
skills (such as inclusivity of others and working through frustration) were being developed. The
educational field names positive behavior that leads to societal good as pro-social. Could adults,
for example, learn or practice the same social skills and emotional regulation through play?
Could we, as adults, experience the same sense of liberation that children feel when they are
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given or allow themselves the time and space for it to unfold? And why is it that we don't make
the time investment to play? And thus, this research project was born.
Throughout this project, I was hoping to observe the positive effects play could have on
adults and observe the possibility of their transformation. Having the benefit of working with
children in an environment where the name of the curriculum—The Creative Curriculum—says
it all; their school environment was completely designed around play (and, although the CDC
wasn't a lab school, it really was the perfect field for observation), this was on my mind as we
were designing and implementing our research project. In my times working with children,
conflicts arise. At these times, I stop, observe, and ask myself, "What is the need that he or she is
trying to express?" This approach has helped me through many conflicts with peers, and was also
my leading thought when interpreting data that we extracted from our project.
It has been exciting to see what I've learned to be true about play concerning children
come alive throughout our work around play with adults. Inspiration from co-researchers (those
on the research team and participants), hearing their excitement once they could identify play in
their own lives, and the pleasure they derived from it have provided many moments of joy. In the
spring of 2019, I enjoyed attending the workshop that inspired our play experience at the
beginning of our research endeavor led by Diane Brady-Leighton. She not only spoke a language
I understood because of my previous work, and the beginnings of the literature review, we were
starting to string together, but also showed how little time it could take to show a group how to
define play for themselves. There is a lot of power in this, and I have hopes of bringing this sense
of empowerment to others through self-discovery. It is my hope that, through our method of
organic inquiry, our work will continue to invite all those who encounter us as researchers, either
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Method
The creation of something new is not accomplished by the intellect but by the play
instinct acting from inner necessity.
-Carl Jung
The purpose of this chapter is to explain the paradigm, culture of inquiry, and
methodology employed in designing and executing our research project that seeks to answer our
research question, Does play provide transformative experiences for adults? First, we
describe our critical research paradigm and the rationale for its use in this study. We then outline
an introduction to Organic Inquiry, as both a culture of inquiry and methodology, and discuss our
reasoning for utilizing Organic Inquiry in conducting this research. Next, we describe focus
group methodology and explore the rationale for its use. We then address sampling procedures,
instrumentation, ethical considerations, protection of human subjects, data collection and
analysis, and both the reliability and validity of the research project. Lastly, we conclude with a
discussion of the strengths and limitations of our research design.
Rational for Research Design and Methodology
Our lens of the critical paradigm, as well as Organic Inquiry as a culture of inquiry,
ground this research project's design. Within this framework, we chose the focus group
methodology to understand better the collective wisdom and insight around the transformative
experience of play for adults. We also prepared ourselves as researchers using Organic Inquiry
methodology. Below we further detail the framing of our research design.
Critical paradigm. We ground this project in the critical research paradigm. In this
paradigm, objectivity is impossible to achieve, as it is understood that we obtain all we know via
personal experiences (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998; Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The critical
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paradigm is the best approach to answering our research question because it is open to different
realities of what play is and what play might be for each co-researcher. It lets us recognize
individuals' uniqueness and ways of knowing (Curry & Wells, 2006). It also allows for
individual transformations that can ultimately lead to systemic transformation. In the critical
paradigm, research is always viewed as a political act (Kincheloe, McLaren, Steinberg, &
Monzó, 2017). This paradigm permits us to use our research to ultimately change the systems
that oppress many adults by barring them from play (Kincheloe, McLaren, Steinberg, & Monzó,
2017). The systems we view as outdated and oppressive are the dominant Western culture and
the protestant work ethic-- both of which devalue play in adult lives (Brown & Vaughan, 2010;
Kowal & Fortier, 2007). The purpose of using the critical paradigm is to raise the consciousness
of oppressed people so that they can act to transform their world for the better (Kincheloe et al.,
2017). Ultimately, we see the use of the critical paradigm as a way to liberate adults to see how
they can incorporate play into their lifestyle or acknowledge how they are already playing.
We recognize that while the critical paradigm is best suited for our research, it also
presents its own limitations. The critical paradigm does not provide an objective perspective.
Furthermore, it does not allow us to predict or to control the answer to our research question
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2017). Both because of the use of the critical paradigm, and because we do
not use a random sampling method, our results are not generalizable (Denzin & Lincoln, 2017).
Also, despite our best efforts as researchers to enter into this project unbiasedly and to let the
data speak for itself, from our positions within the critical paradigm, we ultimately acknowledge
that everything is interconnected and that we are unable to entirely separate from what we know
and how we see, which may have influenced the research we conducted (Creswell & Creswell,
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2018). The lens of the critical paradigm opens up various cultures of inquiry from which we
could choose from; we chose Organic Inquiry.
Organic Inquiry. In our critical paradigmatic research study, the culture of inquiry we
chose to frame our study is Organic Inquiry. An emerging culture of inquiry that stems from
feminist research, Organic Inquiry, is particularly useful in exploring psychological and spiritual
growth and exploring the concept of transformation (Anderson & Braud, 2011; Clements, 2011;
Curry & Wells, 2006). This transformation can be the transformation of researchers, the research
participants, and the readers of the research (Anderson & Braud, 2011). Organic Inquiry strongly
urges researchers to see the study participants as co-researchers that are vital to the research and
not merely subjects to be examined externally by the researchers themselves (Anderson & Braud,
2011; Curry & Wells, 2006). Therefore, we thought of our participants as co-researchers
throughout the process of designing and implementing this study. We also call all our
participants co-researchers in the Method section to honor the Organic Inquiry tradition.
However, after much thought and deliberation, we decided to more clearly differentiate between
participants and researchers in both the Results and Discussion sections of this paper. At points
in the Method section, we make the distinction between the co-researchers at large, and the four
primary researchers, for the sake of reader clarity.
Organic Inquiry is well suited for our research study because it is a living and adaptable
process that invites the transformation of both the heart and mind (Anderson & Braud, 2011). A
qualitative culture of inquiry, Organic Inquiry explores the depths and richness of personal
stories about, and experiences of, the topic being researched, in this case, the question of play
(Anderson & Braud, 2011). A strength of using Organic Inquiry for our study is the use of, and
value seen in the sharing of these experiences and stories (Braud & Anderson, 1998). While the
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intellect cannot fully understand organic Inquiry, this culture of inquiry allows the researchers to
see their research as a personal and experiential encounter (Anderson & Braud, 2011). By
acknowledging multiple ways of knowing, Organic Inquiry permits all co-researchers to have
individual and subjective definitions of play and be potential experts in this field (Clements,
2011). Stemming from transpersonal psychology, Organic Inquiry looks explicitly at the
sacredness in the every day and seeks to acknowledge this sacredness as another form of
knowing (Curry & Wells, 2006). Furthermore, Organic Inquiry lets the researchers, the coresearchers, and the readers of the research to experience transformative change and growth
through their interaction with the research (Anderson & Braud, 2011). This transformational
quality of Organic Inquiry appeals significantly to us because we see the power of research to
transform both researchers, and those who come into contact with the research.
There are five characteristics of Organic Inquiry: the sacred, the personal, the chthonic,
the relational, and the transformative (Curry & Wells, 2006; Anderson & Braud, 2011). These
characteristics are seen as cumulative and not successive and often happen simultaneously and
not in any prescribed order (Anderson & Braud, 2011). One can best describe the process of
these characteristics in a fitting "organic" analogy of planting a seed and watching it grow into a
tree. The first characteristic, the sacred, is compared to preparing the soil. The organic approach
asks the co-researchers to give up old ways of thinking and all previous expectations to create a
new, sacred perspective (Anderson & Braud, 2011). The second characteristic is the personal or
the planting of the seed. Often this seed planting is represented by the initial experience into the
topic by the researchers (Anderson & Braud, 2011). Then comes the chthonic, where the seed
begins to sprout, and the tree's roots emerge. Here organic research is allowed to evolve and
grow in ways unique, unseen, and unpredictable-- guided by spiritual sources (Anderson &
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Braud, 2011). The related, or the growing of the tree, is the collection of qualitative stories and
pearls of wisdom obtained from the co-researchers that branch out and secure individuals to the
larger trunk of the research (Anderson & Braud, 2011). Ultimately, the transformation of
harvesting the fruit from the tree is offered through the changing of the heart and mind of all who
come into contact with the research and its results (Anderson & Braud, 2011).
In our specific research project, we prepare the soil by writing and sharing our personal
and professional lenses and examining our relationships with play, and by setting a sacred and
safe space for the data collection to take place in. We began our data collection with a grounding
ceremony, both for the researchers before co-researchers arriving, and for the co-researchers
once the play experience commenced. We planted the seed with our distinctive ways of playing
before the research began, each of us with a unique and complex play history before entering
into this project. Furthermore, by attending a similar play experience with the same play
facilitator approximately nine months before the data collection day, we had a collective
experience of planting the seed of what this project was to become. During this cooperative play,
we felt the experience of play begins to shape the research that was unfolding, as well as a sense
of personal transformation around what our notions of play were. During the following nine
months, the tree branches and roots emerged as we immersed ourselves extensively in the
relevant literature on play for adults. The tree continued to grow, and ultimately bear fruit to
harvest, through our data collection day, as co-researchers experienced a taste of play, as well as
through the wisdom these co-researchers shared after, in our focus group interview. Ultimately
both the co-researchers and ourselves, through the interaction with the project, felt a sense of
transformation around the individual and collective notions of play for adults.
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While we believe Organic Inquiry is the best-suited culture of inquiry for our project, we
recognize that it comes with its own set of limitations. Organic Inquiry, with its roots in the
sacred and spiritual, may come across to some as non-academic and non-scientific and is never
generalizable or replicable (Anderson & Braud, 2011). As a relatively new culture of inquiry,
there are limited resources available on the topic. A fundamental component of Organic Inquiry
is that both the researcher and participant are open to spiritual experiences and willing to
transform (Anderson & Braud, 2011; Clements, 2011). However, we could not guarantee that
this was the case, particularly for our co-researchers who joined us for our play experience and
focus group interview. Also, while transformation is a fundamental component of Organic
Inquiry, we cannot assume that transformation will occur for all co-researchers and future
readers of our work (Anderson & Braud, 2011). However, Organic Inquiry is about the process
of conducting research and not about generating specific outcomes (Anderson & Braud, 2011).
By allowing the process to unfold organically and naturally, unintended consequences may arise
(Anderson & Braud, 2011). This culture of inquiry is easily disrupted by the inflexibility, hubris,
spiritual materialism, and rigidness of the co-researchers (Anderson & Braud, 2011). Due to its
highly adaptable and unstructured nature, Organic Inquiry can often leave the researchers feeling
as though the research is not fully finished. To get a complete picture of what adult play looks
like for our demographic, we employ a focus group methodology.
Focus group methodology. The primary goal of a focus group is to "describe and
understand meanings and interpretations" of those in the group (Liamputtong, 2011, p. 3). When
sharing our research topic with friends and family, we were often met with confusion about what
play is, and a denial that play occurs in the lives of adults. It was primarily due to these
experiences that we decided to use a focus group methodology following a shared experience of
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play. We aim to help co-researchers articulate their experiences of play, both as a reaction to a
singular play experience provided immediately before the focus group interview and to play
experiences in their broader everyday lives. By providing a play experience, all co-researchers in
the focus group have a recent, shared experience of play to hark back on to better answer
questions on the topic. The focus group intends to promote self-disclosure among participants by
creating an atmosphere where co-researchers feel comfortable, respected, and free to share their
experiences and opinions without judgment (Krueger & Casey, 2015).
The United States government developed the qualitative methodology of interviewing in
a focus group setting during the 1940s as a tool to monitor the impact of media and propaganda
on citizens’ attitudes towards involvement in the Second World War (Krueger & Casey, 2015;
Liamputtong, 2011). Focus groups are commonly associated with highly structured market
research. However, they can also be adapted to a less rigid structure and are thus suitable for
research in the social and behavioral sciences (Krueger & Casey, 2015; Liamputtong, 2011).
Fundamentally, a focus group is an informal discussion, aided by a trained moderator, held in a
permissive, non-threatening environment designed to obtain ideas and perceptions on a
predetermined topic, in this case, play (Krueger & Casey, 2015; Liamputtong, 2011). Focus
group interviewing is a valuable method for studying how demographic populations think and
feel about social issues, and often examines how politics, culture, and society influence the
consciousness of certain groups (Krueger & Casey, 2015; Sasson & Parrillo, 2008). The aim of a
focus group is not to reach any sort of consensus on a topic, but to get a broader idea of what a
group thinks about a specific topic (Liamputtong, 2011).
A strength of using a focus group as a methodology is that we are better able to explore a
complex and opaque issue and to collect richer data from the individuals within the group than
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we would be able to if co-researchers had been isolated from each other (Carey & Absury, 2012).
Non-directive interviewing shifts attention from the interviewer to the respondent by using openended questions. Open-ended questioning allows individuals the opportunity to respond without
boundaries and encourages honest comments and the sharing of experiences and attitudes
(Krueger & Casey, 2015). In contrast to a survey methodology, focus groups invite the
researcher to observe what people think, along with how they feel and express their thoughts
capturing nuances of current media imagery, popular wisdom, and everyday personal experience
(Sasson & Parrillo, 2008). The collective nature of focus groups allows researchers to look at the
ways people collectively approach a topic and create meaning around it as a group (Liamputtong,
2011). And practically, the methodology provides quick results, at low cost, with a minimum
amount of time commitment (Liamputtong, 2011).
One reason the focus group methodology is so well suited for our study is that the format
of a focus group puts the control in the hands of all the co-researchers (Liamputtong, 2011). This
concept is congruent with the philosophy of Organic Inquiry (Anderson & Braud, 2011).
Furthermore, it allows for a wide range of views and numerous insights on what play might be
and how it may be transformative without asking all the co-researchers to come to a single
consensus (Liamputtong, 2011). The synergistic dynamic of a focus group permits the coresearchers to co-create meaning around the topic of play by responding to others in the group
and by building upon reactions and insights shared by others (Liamputtong, 2011). Both our
subject of play for adults and the group setting of a focus group are compatible with group
interaction and shared collective experience (Carey & Asbury, 2012). Focus group participants,
or co-researchers in this study, should be homogeneous in terms of shared knowledge
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(Liamputtong, 2011). For this research project, we create this homogeneity by providing a shared
experience of play before the focus group.
While the focus group methodology has a multitude of strengths for our research, we
acknowledge that limitations also exist. Focus group conversations may not be in-depth enough
for researchers to fully understand the complete and complex experience of our co-researchers
(Liamputtong, 2011). Also, group dynamics may influence the discussion and participation in
that discussion (Liamputtong, 2011). Individual personalities, whether strong and dynamic, or
quiet and shy, may affect the outcomes (Liamputtong, 2011). Group dynamics, such as dominant
and extroverted individuals comfortable with verbal expression, can cause extreme attitudes that
can result in the unification of group opinions or polarize co-researchers, also known as the
bandwagon effect (Calder, 1977; Krueger & Casey, 2015). Focus groups elicit self-disclosure of
personal opinions and experiences, which may influence co-researchers to more favorably, or
slightly, distort gathered information. Emotionally charged issues may result in confrontation or
avoidance (Calder, 1977). Although there is always the risk of the bandwagon effect within focus
groups, we believe that the advantages of the group setting outweigh the risk for our particular
study (Carey & Asbury, 2012).
Another concern when using focus group methodology is the risk of breaching
confidentiality (Liamputtong, 2011). We asked all co-researchers to sign a confidentiality
statement in the consent materials. We cannot guarantee that personal and private information
shared during the focus group won't be shared by other co-researchers outside of the group.
However, due to the lower sensitivity of our topic, this is a risk that we feel we can easily
mitigate.
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Sampling and Recruitment
Because of our Organic culture of inquiry and focus group methodology, we had some
flexibility in sampling procedures. We initiated a snowball sampling recruitment strategy to
obtain up to 12 co-researchers who were at least 18 years of age, but under 68 years of age. We
did not recruit based on gender, occupation, or propensity to play. All co-researchers had to be
available to meet in person at St. Catherine University in St. Paul, MN, for up to 3.75 hours on
January 25th, 2020. In this section, we discuss snowball sampling and give an overview of our
co-researcher recruitment strategy.
Snowball sampling. Snowball sampling, a recruitment method that has been widely used
for focus group methodology (Liamputtong, 2011), is a process in which researchers reach out to
participants with the knowledge, experience, or an interest in the topic of research. The snowball
sample is a variation of the nomination process, an effective strategy in community studies in
identifying participants, the logic being that people know people like themselves (Krueger &
Casey, 2015). These contacts are then encouraged to forward information about the research
study to other people with similar knowledge, experience, or interests to reach more individuals
who might be willing to participate (Krueger & Casey, 2015; Patton, 2002). Because we hoped
to explore the transformative experience of play for adults, and to provide a shared experience of
play before our focus group, we did not feel like we needed to actively recruit those who already
lived playful lives. However, we each knew people who appeared to be living playful lives, who
could identify individuals within their sphere who may be interested in our research on play. A
broader sample allowed us to best answer our research question as thoroughly as possible.
While we believe that snowball sampling provided us the best opportunity to collect
relevant data to answer our research question, we acknowledge that this sampling procedure
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comes with its limitations. Usually focus groups "consist of people who do not know each
other," but for the convenience of our study and because we provided a shared experience of play
to create a cohesiveness, it was not essential to us that our co-researchers knew a primary
researcher, or each other (Carey & Asbury, 2012). Liamputtong (2011) sees the benefit of having
people who know each other in a focus group because there is an instantaneous rapport amongst
co-researchers that may better open up lines of communication. At the same time, Krueger and
Casey (2015) warn that perceived trust and willingness to offer authentic self-disclosure and
honest input may be compromised among groups who know each other. While we had hoped
that our personal, primary contacts would pass along our recruitment emails to other contacts, all
but one of our focus group co-researchers were the original recipients of our email. The
additional co-researcher responded to the recruitment email that she had received from the
personal contact of a primary researcher. There were personal and professional connections
amongst some of the co-researchers and between some of the co-researchers and the primary
researchers.
Finally, we acknowledge that utilizing snowball sampling procedures does not allow for
generalization amongst a broader population (Creswell, 2014). The goal of this research is to go
in-depth into the topic of the transformative experience of play for adults, gathering personal
stories and opinions. Therefore, we focused our time and efforts on researching with a smaller
number of individuals (Krueger & Casey, 2015). The richness of the data gathered through the
snowball recruitment strategy outweighs the limitation of lack of generalizability.
Recruitment. Our recruitment strategy consisted of having each of our four primary
researchers email at least 10 personal contacts, who met eligibility criteria, from a shared email
account (playresearchstkate@gmail.com) established for this study (see Appendix A). We
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attached a recruitment flyer (see Appendix B) to the email. The email asked the recipients to
forward it on, along with the flyer, to other contacts of theirs that might be interested in the topic
of play for adults, and that fit the inclusion criteria. We do not know how many of our primary
contacts decided to forward on our flyer. The inclusion criteria for co-researchers included: 1)
being an adult aged 18-67 years old, 2) availability to meet at the designated time, 3) a
willingness to participate in a play experience, and 4) a willingness to participate in a focus
group interview immediately following the play experience. The rationale behind recruiting
adults aged 18-67 years old was because there is a gap in the research on play for this age group;
there is ample research on play for children and for those who are retired or elderly. The official
Social Security retirement age in the United States is 67; thus, we wanted our sample to be those
who are younger than that threshold to focus our data on working-age adults. The other inclusion
criteria were based on availability and a willingness to participate. There were no exclusion
criteria.
In our email, we asked those who were interested to respond to us via email for
registration to our play experience and focus group. We received 12 emails. We limited our play
experience and focus group to the first 12 people who responded with interest to our flyer, met
the age requirement, and were available on the data collection date. We emailed the 12
respondents (see Appendix C), all of whom met the eligibility criteria, with confirmation of their
registration and attached a copy of the informed consent (see Appendix D). On January 11th,
2020, one week before our originally planned research study, we contacted each co-researcher to
remind them of the logistics of the day (see Appendix E). We sent one final email reminder three
days before the research day, on January 15th, 2020 (see Appendix F) with a map of campus
attached for their convenience (see Appendix G).
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Our recruitment efforts took an unexpected turn due to an unforeseeable event. Initially,
we had scheduled our play experience and focus group for January 18th, 2020. However, we
decided to reschedule our event two days beforehand due to an impending snowstorm that was
predicted to make travel hazardous. We did not feel comfortable asking our co-researchers to
brave the elements. We had previously talked about this scenario, or something similarly as
disruptive, potentially happening and discussed what we could do in the case of such an event
but did not put a plan in place until we discovered we needed to reschedule. On January 16th, we
communicated with the co-researchers we each knew personally, the need to change the date
using an email that we generated (see Appendix H). Furthermore, those of us with personal
connections to participants additionally sent out text messages or verbally communicated in
person with the co-researcher, to address the inclement weather postponement and alert them to
the email we had sent. All communication stressed that we had selected a new date of January
25th for the rescheduled play experience and focus group interview. Five co-researchers we had
recruited for the original January 18th date could not make it to our rescheduled date of January
25th. Thus, we had to send out an updated variation of our initial recruitment email (see
Appendix I) to recruit additional co-researchers in an attempt to have a full focus group. Since
we couldn't change the date listed on the recruitment flyer in that length of time, we emphasized
the date change in the body of the email. All other information stayed the same. We sent this
email to people who had previously responded that they were interested in our research study but
could not make the original date of January 18th due to a conflict. We were able to retain 7 coresearchers and recruit 2 additional participants for the new date of January 25th. As mentioned
previously, there were no requirements of co-researchers beyond being within 18-67 years old
and available for the duration of the time we requested; however, of the nine people that
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ultimately participated, all appeared to be female. One male had initially registered for the study
but dropped out when we rescheduled the research study due to the snowstorm.
Instrumentation
In this section, we detail the instrumentation used in our research study. Based on our
Organic culture of inquiry and focus group methodology, we developed four instruments for our
data collection: the focus group questions, researchers as instruments, field notes, and primary
researcher’s journals. We first give an overview of our instruments and the process we went
through to develop them, then describe each of their strengths and limitations, then address the
reliability and validity of each.
Focus group questions. We developed focus group questions (see Appendix J), based on
the literature, to collect data that could best answer our research question. Our focus group
questions included six semi-structured, open-ended questions intended to answer our research
question: Does play provide transformational experiences for adults? We wanted our focus
group questions to be open-ended, relevant, and easily understandable. The questions began with
a specific introductory question that encouraged all co-researchers to participate, by asking about
the experience of play that the co-researchers participated in before the focus group
(Liamputtong, 2011). The questions then transition to discuss play in broader life, as well as
barriers to play. We reframed our focus questions as versions of our central research question
(Liamputtong, 2011). We chose to keep all of our questions open-ended to allow for individual
interpretation and response from the co-researchers. We finished our questioning with a broad
request for any additional information that co-researchers might have felt was necessary to add to
our study.
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Our focus group questions were as follows: 1) What does play mean to you in your day to
day life? 2) How did this play experience get you to think about play differently? 3) What are
some of the benefits you experience when you play? 4) What keeps you from playing as much as
you would like? 5) Was today’s experience of play transformative for you, why or why not? 6) Is
there anything else you want to add to today's discussion before we wrap up?
We found our focus group questions to have both strengths and limitations. A strength
was that they were open-ended and broad, which invited a wide range of answers. They were
worded for a diversely educated population to keep them from being intimidating for those who
we interviewed. Some limitations of our questions were that the co-researchers responded to the
first question with answers that would have better fit later questions. Thus, when we got to the
later questions, much had already been shared, and we seemed to be asking for redundant
information. Also, while we hoped that our open-endedness would elicit a broader range of
answers, we found that the co-researchers had difficulty defining some of our ambiguous terms,
such as transformation. Ultimately, we found our questions suitable, as we were able to decipher
themes from the responses that fit with the literature on the topic of transformative play
experience for adults.
We made sure to address both the reliability and validity of our focus group questions.
For reliability, we made sure to ask the questions exactly as they were written (see Appendix J).
We gave our co-researchers as much time to answer the questions without prompting with
additional questions or by changing the original question. To address validity, we piloted our
focus group questions before facilitating the actual focus group. Each of the four researchers
asked an early version of the questions to a family member or friend who would not be
participating in the formal focus group on January 25th, 2020. This pilot helped us to revise our
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questions to gather data that was most relevant to our larger research question. It also helped to
clear up confusing language and highlight a change in the order of questioning that we needed to
make for the sake of flow.
Researchers as instruments. As researchers helping to facilitate the play experience and
focus group interview, we were instruments for data collection and measurement (Patton, 2002).
Being co-researchers in the research culture of Organic Inquiry, our role as instruments was
incredibly important as we co-created the research with all the other co-researchers (Curry &
Wells, 2006). We acknowledge that using ourselves as instruments comes with both strengths
and limitations.
A strength of being our own instruments in this study is that we had spent nearly a year
immersing ourselves in the relevant literature and becoming experts in the topic of play for
adults. We were able to design a study, implement it, and conduct data analysis in a way that we
found most informative for the research question we had. As we could not find any previous
studies looking at the transformational experience of play for adults, we were able to be creative
and playful in creating this study. Ultimately, the fact that our results were consistent with our
supporting literature proves our strengths as instruments.
While there were many strengths to using ourselves as instruments, we must also address
the limitations we brought. This project was the first research project for the four of us, and thus
a new way of looking at the world. Furthermore, we realize that all four of us share similar views
of the world and how we operate in it, despite having different backgrounds. We hope that by
sharing our personal and professional lenses, the readers of this research will be able to critically
evaluate how our unconscious biases may have played a role in our research (Patton, 2002). As
we are working from the Critical paradigm, we acknowledge that our own lenses, experiences,
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and biases undeniably influence our research (Curry & Wells, 2006). However, to address
validity, we developed a series of protocols to limit our own influence as much as possible. We
did our best to let each co-researcher come to their own conclusions and seek their own meaning
of their individual experiences. We did this by asking open-ended questions during the focus
group interview, and by allowing time for co-researchers to answer our questions fully before
moving on to additional questions. We strove to avoid asking leading questions or attempting to
taint the focus group portion of the day by providing biased information or narrative during the
play experience. Despite our best efforts to mitigate our own influence over the research, we
acknowledge that there are limitations to our process of researchers as instruments.
As primary researchers, we addressed both the reliability and validity of using ourselves
as instruments by openly acknowledging, identifying, and expressing our paradigms and lenses,
which shape how we see, and operate in, the world. In examining our paradigms, we considered
theories about why people do or do not play and looked back over our own lives and play
histories to articulate our unique, individual lenses. Furthermore, we immersed ourselves in the
literature and explored our own transformations that we experienced through play. The four
primary researchers compiled a thorough literature review based on the relevant information
available on play for the adult population. We excluded material concerning play for young
children, senior citizens, and animals because we wanted to focus on adults in their working
years, where there is a noticeable gap in the existing academic literature. We also practiced our
facilitating skills before the focus group interview. Before beginning play experience, we
participated in a group grounding activity to facilitate access to the liminal realm (Clements,
2011).
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We came together on the morning of the play experience and, before any of the coresearchers arrived, had a brief grounding time where we checked in with each other, briefly
went through important logistics for the day, and shared one object we had each brought with us
that helped us describe our own individual play. We did this before the play experience started to
get ourselves in the mindset of play and to come together as a group. We put our objects away
before the additional co-researchers walked in so we would not influence them to think about
play in any particular fashion. Lastly, after the conclusion of the focus group, we individually
journaled and reflected on our experiences from the day. Our strengths as primary researchers
are our openness to see our own biases and the biases of each other. We were very
communicative throughout the process of research and able to understand the influence each
individual researcher brought with them. We actively practiced reflexivity throughout our entire
process (Creswell, 2014); for example, we changed the focus group questions when we realized
that we were leading co-researchers to answer the questions in a way that supported our biased
feelings about adult play.
Field notes. Field notes were the result of observation and note-taking by the primary
researchers. Two researchers took field notes throughout the play experience, noting coresearchers’ body language, general attitudes, and non-verbal cues. Similarly, the three primary
researchers not asking the focus group interview question took field notes during the focus group
portion of the day. We typed all field notes and shared them with the other researchers in a deidentified Google document.
There were both strengths and limitations to our field note-taking. While the field notes
helped the primary researchers address shifts in unspoken energy during the play experience and
focus group interview, we found it challenging to articulate the non-verbal cues that were
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occurring in the room. None of the four primary researchers had any previous experience in
taking field notes during a focus group interview. Thus, we feel we would have benefited from
practicing before conducting our research. However, ultimately, the notes that we took led us to
increased insight into our co-researchers' inner thinking.
We shared our field notes with each other, discussed them during our data analysis
process, and discussed any discrepancies we might have written to address validity and
reliability. We did not directly use any of the words or quotes from our field notes in our data
analysis, as we found individual field notes subjective. However, we did address a significant
shift in energy during the brief transition from play experience to focus group interview, as all
four primary researchers noted this in their field notes taken during the data collection process.
Researcher journals. All four of us primary researchers took 45 minutes at the end of
the play experience and focus group interview and journaled our personal thoughts and feelings
about the day and our personal transformations. We compiled our journal entries, typed them,
and shared them in the form of a de-identified Google document, before coming together to share
and compare notes at a later date.
While we did not directly use the researcher journal entries in our data analysis, they
were part of our primary researcher transformation process, as explained in Organic Inquiry
(Anderson & Braud, 2011). In our personal and professional lenses, we address our own
individual transformation through this research experience more in-depth. The journal entries
allowed us to reflect on the process of our data collection day and articulately express how we
felt at the conclusion of the play experience and focus group activities. They also allowed us
additional reflexivity in the research process and highlighted how our personal experiences might
have shaped our thinking on the day that we conducted our research. For example, one of us
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noted that having two of their personally recruited contacts cancel the morning of the focus
group provided additional stress and made it more difficult for her to enter a playful state quickly
during the play experience.
Addressing the reliability and validity of our journal entries is difficult. We put a time
limit on the process, both for how long each of us were expected to journal, and within what
specific time frame. We gave ourselves up to 45 minutes of journaling time, to be finished within
24 hours of the end of our focus group interview. However, each of our journals looked vastly
different and addressed different thoughts and feelings, as can be expected. There was some
uniformity in the ultimate products that were submitted by having to type up our journal entries
to share them with each other. After reviewing each of the primary researcher's journal entries, it
is clear that each one of us felt transformed through both our experiences of play and the
experience of the data collection day, as well as through the process of researching in general.
Data Collection
We collected all data on January 25th, 2020, at St. Catherine University in St. Paul, MN.
We hosted a play experience and a subsequent focus group interview for nine co-researchers
(and had one additional primary researcher join in on the play experience component of the
morning). We purposely did not ask for demographic information from our co-researchers
outside of the inclusion criteria mentioned above. However, we were able to gather significant
insight into demographic information through conversation and stories shared throughout this
data collection process. We contracted Diane Brady-Leighton, MSW, LICSW, a professional
facilitator, to lead the play experience (see Appendix K and Appendix L). In this section, we
provide a thorough description of our data collection processes, including the orientation, the
play experience, the focus group interview, and the wrap-up.
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Orientation. The four of us primary researchers met in the room prior to the play
experience to set up the recording equipment and arrange the tables and chairs in a circle in the
room to facilitate a space conducive to the play experience. We set up a registration table and
refreshments to provide a welcoming environment to our co-researchers. We also played upbeat
music to set the mood. Two primary researchers stationed themselves outside the building to
help give direction to the room where the play experience would take place. One researcher sat at
a welcome table, and a final researcher mingled and was available for answering any questions
or concerns the larger group of co-researchers may have had.
When the co-researchers arrived, we offered them each an additional copy of the consent
form we previously emailed to them. They filled out the consent form, and a researcher asked
each co-researcher to repeat their understanding of the content in the consent form and invited
them to ask any further questions. During this time, we offered co-researchers a snack and asked
them to fill out a name tag with their first name in colorful markers. After that, they took a seat in
the room. On their chair, co-researchers had a folder with blank sheets of paper for play
experience activities and note-taking, a list of mental health resources (see Appendix M), two
coloring pages, a certificate of the right to play (see Appendix N), and a pen. At 8:55 am, we let
the co-researchers know that the facilitator would be beginning the play experience in
approximately five minutes.
Play experience. On the day of our focus group, each of us primary researchers asked the
six focus group questions after the facilitator-led play experience. It should be mentioned that the
co-researchers had a more extended break for bathroom use and snacks before the start of the
focus group interview, which resulted in a noticeable shift in the energy that had built up during
the first portion of our study. Although the co-researchers had been "warmed up," the break in

TRANSFORMATIVE EXPERIENCES OF PLAY FOR ADULTS

72

action could have halted the momentum of the group dynamic and flow. Although many of the
co-researcher’s answers were aligned with what we anticipated, a lot of the information we
gathered was given by the co-researchers during the play experience and not during the focus
group interview.
We utilized two digital audio recorders borrowed from St. Catherine University and
procured two days in advance of the focus group. The day before the play experience and focus
group, a primary researcher took the devices home to confirm they were working correctly, to set
optimal voice capture, and to practice using them. At 9:00 am, the same researcher turned on the
two audio recorders at the commencement of the introduction to the day made by another
primary researcher. These two researchers took field notes during the play experience to capture
observations that would not be available via audio recordings such as co-researcher facial
expressions, body language, and the placement of people in the room. One researcher fulfilled
the role of co-facilitator and timekeeper. The fourth researcher participated in the play
experience, as they had not participated nine months earlier. Three out of the four researchers
had already taken part in a similar play experience, and thus they did not participate in this
experience again during this research study.
The co-facilitating researcher started the play experience by pointing out the bathroom
location (encouraging self-care, identifying restroom facilities and refreshment amenities), and
gave an overview of the schedule and purpose of the day. We then went around the circle, as a
group, and stated our names and made brief introductions. We asked co-researchers to turn off
electronic devices until break time, and we encouraged them to use respectful language
throughout the day. The co-facilitating researcher reminded co-researchers that the
confidentiality of those in the room was of the utmost importance, and while they were free to
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discuss their own experiences of the play experience and focus group, they must refrain from
sharing any information about other people's stories and experiences. This introduction to the
day took approximately 15 minutes.
For the first activity, The Golden Self, the facilitator asked the co-researchers to write
about a play experience, individually, using descriptive words. The facilitator instructed coresearchers to sit comfortably, breathe in and out, and to recall an experience where they played.
The experience could be recent or from their childhood. To help them imagine more vividly, the
facilitator asked the co-researchers to think about the sensations around them at the time of the
play memory. She gave the co-researchers time to journal about their memory in detail, with
further encouragement to use sensory, imagery, and descriptive language. After 20 minutes, the
facilitator instructed co-researchers to review their writing, whether complete to their standards
or not, and circle a few words or phrases that best encapsulated their memory of play. After two
minutes of review, co-researchers shared those words or phrases aloud, which the facilitator
wrote down. The facilitator also asked each co-researcher to name the city, state, and country
where they were born before sharing their play experiences. After everyone had a turn to share,
the facilitator read back to the group the names of the places of birth of the co-researchers, then
their play experience phrases from the writing activity in the form of a poem. The facilitator read
the poem aloud twice, once for the listeners' ears, and once for their heart. The total time duration
for this activity was approximately 35 minutes. We also used this poem as an opening for the
focus group portion of the day (see Appendix O). The sharing of the poetry was to lend
continuity between the two halves of the morning and to create a cohesive and collaborative
environment.
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During the second activity, Favorite Things, the facilitator provided an inflatable beach
ball. She invited co-researchers to pass the ball to another person in the circle randomly. Before
passing the ball, they shared something that brings them joy or happiness, trying not to repeat
something already said by another co-researcher. The activity kept going for as long as coresearchers had ideas to offer, approximately 10 minutes. When the group got into a comfortable
rhythm, the facilitator complicated the game by asking the co-researchers to add in a full 365degree spin with their body after stating their favorite thing, but before passing the ball. The
entire activity took approximately 20 minutes.
Dancing was the third and final activity. The facilitator played a song, preselected by us
primary researchers so that co-researchers could dance for approximately five minutes. The song
we selected was "Can't Stop the Feeling!" by Justin Timberlake. The facilitator encouraged coresearchers to let go of their inhibitions with suggestions such as pretending no one else is in the
room, pretending they are out in the club dancing or with a partner, or even closing their eyes.
The facilitator dimmed the lights to help with the ambiance. At one point, someone tossed the
beach ball into the middle of the room, which became a focus of the dancing activity. Some
people danced with the ball; others passed it with their hands or feet.
The facilitator shared closing remarks for approximately five minutes to wrap-up all the
activities and invited the co-researchers to take a 15-minute break before the focus group began.
The two observing researchers turned off the audio recorders at the conclusion of the play
experience. During the break, we arranged the tables and chairs in a circle around the room so
that the co-researchers were facing each other for the focus group portion of the data collection
day.
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Focus group interview. At the opening of the focus group, one primary researcher
turned on the audio recorders. The four of us took turns asking the six focus group interview
questions (see Appendix J). Those of us not asking questions rotated the assignments of taking
field notes and timing. We took field notes to capture observations that would not be available
via audio recording, such as co-researcher’s facial expressions and body language. The focus
group began by one of us primary researchers re-sharing the poem the group collaboratively
wrote during the opening exercise of the play experience (see Appendix O). The poem created a
space for reflection and invited spirit into research. At the conclusion of the focus group, we all
thanked the co-researchers for their participation in our research study, and then one of us
researchers stopped the audio recorders. The focus group interview had been slated to last 90
minutes but ended up lasting only 60 minutes. Prior to leaving, we gave all of the co-researchers
a thank you present for their participation in the research study. The present included a copy of
Brown and Vaughan's book, Play: How it Shapes the Brain, Opens the Imagination, and
Invigorates the Soul (2010), a coloring book, color pencils, and color molding clay placed in a
decorative bag.
Wrap-up. Immediately following the focus group completion, we had a 30 minute
debrief as a group of four to discuss our thoughts on how the day went, the strengths and
limitations of our data collection process, and to note anything we thought might be of
importance to get in writing while the memory of the experience was still fresh and vivid in our
minds. We then cleaned up the space, loaded our supplies into our cars and went home. Once
home, we each spent approximately 45 minutes journaling our observations on, and thoughts
about, the research day, with particular focus on our own feelings and personal transformations.
These journal entries were eventually de-identified, typed up, and shared with each other through
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a secure, University-approved data storage platform called Box. The journal entries served as
both a reflective process for us and documentation of our potential transformations, as well as a
data source.
Data Analysis
We used both thematic analysis and content analysis to analyze our data. We worked
both inductively and deductively to find three critical sub-themes of transformation that coresearchers spoke to when sharing their experiences of play for adults. In this section, we
describe the process of analyzing our data.
Transcript of audio recordings. We recorded, transcribed, and analyzed the qualitative
data that the play experience and focus group data provided by searching for common and
emerging themes within the data (Breen, 2006; Krueger & Casey, 2015). One of the recorders
had not adequately recorded the play experience; however, the second recorder captured the
entirety of the activities. We uploaded the audio recordings from each of the two devices to Box,
a secure, University-approved data storage platform within the IRB approved 24 hours following
collection. As the play experience and focus group interview were approximately equal in length,
we divided up the transcription process, assigning the four primary researchers to half of the play
experience or half of the focus group interview. We each transcribed approximately 30 to 40
minutes of the audio recording. After each primary researcher had completed their assigned
transcription, we passed along our work to another researcher for review and correction.
Data analysis process. On February 7th, 2020, the four of us primary researchers met at
a cabin in Northern Minnesota for a weekend of intensive data analysis. We began our weekend
with a group dinner where we talked about the meaning of play in our lives, and how the
research was starting to transform us. On the morning of February 8th, we began by reading the

TRANSFORMATIVE EXPERIENCES OF PLAY FOR ADULTS

77

entire transcript, from both the play experience and the focus group interview aloud, taking turns.
We noted every vital theme that emerged and added them to a more extensive list of themes.
Every time a theme came up, we would add a tally mark next to it. At the end of the first readthrough, 17 themes had emerged.
At this point in the process, we went through the themes and noted how many times each
of the themes had been mentioned during the audio transcription, and ranked the top three
themes, in terms of the amount of times they were brought up. The top ten themes that emerged
through this process of content analysis were: opens up/reframes/realization, transformation,
connection, permission, daily habit/practice, neuroplasticity, ripple effect, mindfulness, it doesn’t
take much time, and intention. As we talked through each of the themes in order of the number of
times they were brought up by our co-researchers, we saw common links between specific
themes. We put large sheets of work paper up on the windows of our cabin and began to name
overarching themes that encapsulated as many of the smaller themes as possible (see Appendix
P). The three major themes that we found were mindfulness and intention, reframing, and
connection. All three of these themes fit under the larger umbrella of transformation. Once we
were able to identify these overarching themes, we were able to fit a vast majority of the smaller
themes that had emerged during the reading of the transcription under them. For example, the
minor themes of permission, freedom, and neuroplasticity fit under the broader theme of
reframing. The minor themes of daily practice/habit, intention, it doesn’t take much time, and
ripple effect fits under the major theme of mindfulness and intention.
The final component of our data analysis process was to go back through the transcript,
the collaborative poem created during the play experience, and the field notes and pull keywords,
quotes, and phrases that fit each of the themes as a form of thematic analysis. It should be noted
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that although we consider Brady-Leighton, MSW, LICSW, a co-researcher in this research
process, we ultimately decided not to include any of her quotes or narratives into our data
analysis process. When we analyzed the transcript for both content and themes, anything she
personally said, we excluded. We feel as though she came into the experience with a bias
towards the benefits an adult could experience from engaging in play activities. Thus, we did not
consider her words to be results in terms of the themes that emerged. However, we do note that
her views may have influenced our co-researcher's responses, highlighting the types of phrases
she used and how they may have affected our results. Finally, we also made a note of all
unanticipated findings.
Design Rigor
Reliability and validity are cornerstone elements of any research study. These concepts,
which both constitute design rigor, are framed differently in quantitative versus qualitative
research. Organic Inquiry invites the spirit into the research process, which is inherently
subjective in its perspective (Curry & Wells, 2006). In this qualitative Organic Inquiry study, we
took measures to ensure reliability and validity. In this section, we discuss the steps we took to
address both these concepts.
Reliability. The concept of reliability means that one can replicate a study and produce
a similar outcome (Anderson & Braud, 2011). Reliability is necessary to achieve validity
(Anderson & Braud, 2011; Vogt, Gardner, & Haeffele, 2012). We clearly detailed each of the
steps in our data collection and data analysis process so that each element can be reproduced in a
future study. Because our group consisted of the four of us primary researchers, we were able to
complete portions of the research study individually, and then have our work checked by the
other researchers to see if we had all reached similar conclusions. We spent ample time
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discussing each major decision we came to as a group, bringing our four different perspectives
and lenses to the fold. As we did not find any existing literature on adult play similar to our
design, we express the rationale for our decisions and clearly outline them in this method
chapter. During the data analysis process we were able to use both inductive and deductive
reasoning to help us work from the details of our data collection up into broader themes, and then
from the broader themes, back down to the details (Vogt, Vogt, Gardner, & Haeffele, 2014). All
these factors contributed to the reliability of our process.
Validity. Validity is when the research question is answered by the data obtained in the
study (Edmonds & Kennedy, 2013). By nature, qualitative studies are not oriented towards
achieving one numerical outcome, thus making validity a more difficult concept to
operationalize (Anderson & Braud, 2011). Anderson and Braud (2011) highlight two different
forms of validity: primary researcher validity, which focuses on the efficacy of the four primary
researchers, and co-researcher validity, which focuses on the soundness of our co-researchers.
Both of these forms of validity are equally important. We complied with these processes during
data collection by spending adequate time with our co-researchers and encouraging coresearchers to speak freely during the play experience and focus group interview. We formed our
focus group questions to be open-ended to encourage our co-researchers' viewpoints to come
through rather than be influenced by leading questions. We presented our focus group questions
to outside reviewers and received feedback from our professor before finalizing the questions
used in our study. Furthermore, we kept a detailed description of our data analysis process, as
well as a decision log to document each significant decision we made throughout the analysis.
Validity was added by personally transcribing, reviewing, and correcting the audio recordings
ourselves, reading through the entire transcript as a group, aloud, and by thoroughly discussing

TRANSFORMATIVE EXPERIENCES OF PLAY FOR ADULTS

80

the meaning behind nearly each and every sentence uttered during the play experience and focus
group interview. Also, by having each researcher review and transcribe a portion of the data, we
are limiting the possibility of one researcher's perspective, coloring the data results. Each part of
the transcription was reviewed for accuracy by another researcher.
We expressed our personal and professional lenses, which helps the reader understand the
individual perspectives we brought into this study. Writing our lenses helped us bring selfawareness to our ways of seeing the world, and allowed us to see how we are influenced by our
interpretation of the data collected in this study.
In Organic Inquiry, all people exposed to the research are offered the opportunity to
transform (Curry & Wells, 2006). Transformation validity is when people experience a change in
their perspective as a result of the study (Clements, 2011). This shift in people’s hearts and
minds can be the seed that grows into positive change in their life. Curry and Wells (2006) state
that the holistic approach undertaken by researchers in the Organic culture of inquiry increases
the validity of the project because they must bring their entire self to the topic at hand, and to the
research study itself. Thus, we found it essential to examine our own personal transformations as
primary researchers in this study's Results section. Similarly, Anderson and Braud (2011) argue
that the primary researchers have the greatest responsibility to judge the validity of their own
project. After careful examination, we believe that our ability to examine our own feelings,
reactions, and motives behind this project, our punctiliousness, and the consistency of themes
between primary researchers, co-researchers, and others, lead us to believe the results of this
research study are valid.
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Ethical Considerations and Care for Co-researchers
As with any research that involves human subjects, we made the well-being and safety of
our co-researchers our top priority. Specifically, we considered the ethical principles of consent,
confidentiality, protection of privacy, coercion, emotional distress, and physical harm. The St.
Catherine University IRB approved this study, at the expedited level, on December 20th, 2019
(see Appendix Q). We asked each co-researcher to read and sign a consent form that laid out the
risks and benefits of the research and outlined the ethical considerations (see Appendix D).
All four of us completed the Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI)
program in Social and Behavior Research in September of 2019. This training program helped
the researchers better understand all ethical implications of human subject research.
Consent. Our consent form clearly outlines expectations of co-researchers, eligibility
criteria, and all foreseeable and associated risks and potential benefits (see Appendix D). We
emailed all co-researchers a copy of our consent form upon registration for our research. We
gave co-researchers ample time to read and sign the consent form on the morning of our research
study, January 25th, 2020. We asked co-researchers to confirm their understanding and
agreement to participate prior to beginning the play experience. We believe that by giving our
co-researchers ample opportunity to read and understand our consent form, we allowed them the
chance to weigh the ethical implication of the study and choose for themselves whether or not to
participate. All co-researchers could withdraw their participation in our research, with no
consequence, until the focus group's completion on January 25th, 2020.
Confidentiality. We understand that a limitation of our focus group methodology is that
there is potential for a breach of confidentiality. While the true definition of confidentiality is to
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completely conceal the true identity of all co-researchers (Liamputtong, 2011), we acknowledge
that both our culture of inquiry and our methodology allow for some flexibility in this realm-especially seeing as we had all our co-researchers, some of whom we knew, and some whom
may have known each other, in the room at the same time (Liamputtong, 2011). To minimize the
risk of confidentiality breach, we asked all participants to sign a consent covering confidentiality
at the beginning of the play experience and focus group. We verbally addressed confidentiality in
the welcome to the play experience and asked all co-researchers to refrain from sharing
information about other co-researchers to people outside of our research study. We also asked
our play experience facilitator, Brady-Leighton, MSW, LICSW, to sign a confidentiality
agreement as well (see Appendix L). We only referred to co-researchers by their first name
throughout the play experience and the focus group.
We took field notes during the play experience and the focus group interview. We also
utilized two separate audio recording devices during the focus group. We kept the signed consent
forms and field notes in a locked box for the entirety of our project, which was only accessible
by the researchers and our advisor, if necessary. We transferred the audio recordings to a
password-protected folder on a password protected computer within 24 hours of the completion
of the focus group. We transcribed the audio recordings and stored them in a password-protected
folder on Box, a secure content management online platform. We de-identified all transcribed
audio material prior to our transcription process.
We destroyed all identifying information and the original reports that one could link back
to the participants on May 8th, 2020. We kept all original informed consents and non-disclosure
agreements in a locked box but destroyed them on May 8th, 2020. We will keep all de-identified
data indefinitely.
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Protection of privacy. Another ethical consideration was the protection of co-researcher
privacy. Privacy was a risk because we conducted our focus group in a publicly accessible space.
However, we facilitated the focus group in a quiet room, behind a closed door, on a quiet floor of
a university during winter break and on a Saturday. We used first names throughout the play
experience and focus group, de-identified all data when transcribing the audio recordings, and
analyzed the field notes.
Coercion. Coercion was a risk because we recruited through family and friends using a
snowball sampling method. We minimized coercion by sending only one email and by letting
respondents contact us after receiving our email. We did not discuss the research study with
friends or family who did not respond to our initial email. The risk of coercion was unlikely
because participation in this study was voluntary, and email recipients had the option of
returning to our email, and of forwarding it, or not.
Emotional distress. The emotional risk that may be attributed to our research involved
answering questions that may be considered sensitive, and that may have triggered traumatic
experiences. We addressed the risk of emotional distress within our consent form and
acknowledged it verbally before the beginning of the play experience (see Appendix D). There
was a risk that co-researchers would feel uncomfortable participating in play activities and
discussing some issues that revolved around play in general. To mitigate any further risks, we
provided a safe space for co-researchers to share their experiences of play. We also had the
option to terminate the play experience or focus group if perceived distress from one or more coresearcher was evident. Conversely, co-researchers had the opportunity to stop participation in
either the play experience or the focus group at any point in which they felt uncomfortable.
Lastly, we provided all co-researchers with a list of mental health resources if they wanted to
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reach out to a professional after the conclusion of the focus group (see Appendix M). No coresearcher expressed any emotional distress either during, or after, the play experience and focus
group.
Physical harm. The play experience facilitated prior to the focus group consisted of
various play activities, some of which were physical. One activity involved the gentle passing of
an inflatable beach ball. Another activity involved dancing to music. We mitigated the risk of
physical harm by allowing co-researchers to opt-out of participation in any activity that made
them feel uncomfortable. Furthermore, we offered all activities at a level of physicality that was
accessible to all co-researchers. We did not perceive the risk of physical injury to be any more
significant than one would experience in their daily life, outside of this research project.
Design-Specific Strengths and Limitation
All research studies have strengths and limitations, regardless of how well the topic and
research design fit together. In this section, we describe the specific limitations associated with
our own design of this study: play is difficult to define, Organic Inquiry is an emerging culture of
inquiry, our data collection process, small sample size, time, hiring a facilitator, and our own
biases. Because of the nature of our recruiting, our limited sample size, and our Organic culture
of inquiry, our research is not generalizable to a broader population.
Difficulty defining play. Play is a concept that is hard to define concretely and means
vastly different things to different people. While there is ample research on the importance of
play for children (Gillard, 2019; Guitard et al., 2005; Sandberg, 2001) and the elderly
(Nicholson, Shimp, & Rabin, 2013; Tse et al., 2018), and a better understanding of what
activities play might comprise for these age brackets, we found there to be very little, if any,
academic research on play for adults to help us design our study. This lack of relevant literature
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inhibited our ability to base the design and development of our research on previous research
findings.
Organic Inquiry as an emerging method. Organic Inquiry is a culture of inquiry that
allows for flexibility and looks for the connection between all things (Curry & Wells, 2006).
This holistic approach to research can be a strength, especially for a topic as broad and universal
as play. However, because both our topic and our culture of inquiry is amorphous, we often
found it hard to clearly define our focus and know what information was necessary, and what
information was superfluous. It took several revisions of our literature review to come to a
conclusion on what we actually needed to know coming into the study, and what we hoped to
learn through conducting the study. Generally, Organic Inquiry produces qualitative data, which
can be messy, time-consuming and result in heaps of data that the researcher must transcribe and
analyze (Breen, 2006).
Data collection process. A cohesive and supportive group dynamic was created during
the play experience, and then was disrupted because the format of the play experience and focus
groups were different. We intentionally did not have Brady-Leighton, MSW, LICSW, as part of
the focus group because we wanted to hear remarks from just those participating as coresearchers. Our co-researchers were slow and guarded in answering our focus group questions
as they may have felt like they were being redundant in their replies. We were perhaps overly
cautious of undue influence while facilitating the focus group interview. We may have failed to
ask more probing questions to flesh out deeper or richer responses from the participants. Due to
this, the length of our focus group lasted only 60 minutes when we had allotted 90 minutes. The
co-researchers were not nearly as talkative or responsive in the focus group as they had been in
the play experience. Perhaps having built a rapport with the facilitator, it would have been
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beneficial for us to have had her lead the focus group for us, so that the co-researchers didn't feel
such a shift in energy, or like they were under pressure to perform seriously for our research
study.
We did not anticipate being able to extract so much information from the play
experience. Co-researchers inadvertently brought up answers to questions we had planned to
explore during the focus group interview during the play experience as part of the facilitator's
checking in process after each activity. This likely contributed to the shortened length of the
focus group interview portion of the study. Perhaps integrating the focus group questions into the
play experience itself would be a better strategy. Co-researchers would then be primed to address
questions following an appropriate play activity. Rather than the two-pronged approach, this
integrated strategy would build on the rapport and trust established within the group by the
facilitator (or co-facilitators/researchers) and generate an uninterrupted flow in the process.
Small sample size. Our small sample size was a limitation of this study. While
researchers generally compare focus group discussions against other focus group discussions and
analyze the differences (Liamputtong, 2011), we only had time to conduct one session, which we
analyzed on its own. Despite a sincere attempt to cast a wide net when inviting co-researchers
into our research by limiting exclusion criteria, our sample size was small, consisting of nine
people, all of whom appeared to be women. We sought out co-researchers who were between the
ages of 18 and 68 and also available on a Saturday morning. By requiring co-researchers to be
available for a one-time event, we may have inadvertently excluded people who not only had a
prior engagement, but also may not have been able to attend due to work and because they were
caring for other family members. Because we were only able to include the insights from these
nine co-researchers, who we recruited from our own list of contacts and their contacts (snowball
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sampling), we ended up with a small, homogeneous sample. The familiarity between the coresearchers may have influenced the responses to questions. Many of the co-researchers came
from similar backgrounds, both personally and professionally, and all were women who were
highly educated. Furthermore, co-researchers had to be in close proximity to St. Paul, MN, and
available to spend up to 3.75 hours with us on January 25th, 2020.
Time. Time was a limitation of this study. Because we conducted this research in the
time frame of 3 semesters and data collection was limited to 4 weeks in between semesters, we
were forced to limit the entirety of data collection, transcription, and analysis to a brief few
weeks.
Play facilitator. The decision to hire a professional play experience facilitator may have
been both a significant strength and a substantial limitation of our study. Brady-Leighton, MSW,
LICSW, has the relevant mental health background that lends itself to our research. She was
engaging, professional, and well versed in the topic at hand, which proved invaluable. We are
incredibly grateful for her agreement to contribute to our research. However, after transcribing
the audio recordings of the play experience and focus group, we believe that Brady-Leighton's
own biases towards mindfulness and play may have led the group to come to similar conclusions
about the benefits of play activities. In designing our research study, we decided to bring in a
facilitator who could invite co-researchers into an experience of play and provide them with a
universal language around play. But in doing this, Brady-Leighton, MSW, LICSW, may have led
the group to conclusions they may or may not have reached on their own. Although we discussed
the content we wished for our facilitator to share with co-researchers, we did not discuss using
neutral language with her. For example, an invitation she used a few different times for the group
was to bring our hearts and mind to where our body is, and mindfulness was a result we found in
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several of the co-researcher’s remarks. Ultimately, many of our co-researchers used language
that was very similar to the facilitator's language on the topic, which is undoubtedly a limitation
we need to address in this research.
Researcher biases. Finally, as researchers operating within the critical paradigm, we
acknowledge that we carry unconscious biases and personal and professional lenses, that
ultimately influence how we see and analyze data. We hope to offer transparency through our
admission of this fact, and through providing our lenses as a portion of this study. We understand
that the four of us, as primary researchers, come to this study with similar perspectives on life,
highlighted by our enrollment in the Master of Arts in Holistic Health Studies at St. Catherine
University.
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Results
Free.
Energy.
Clap and bounce around.
Exuberant, thrilling, connecting, and fun.
But also longing, I want to climb too.
Laughing.
Deep in it.
Wonderful memories.
Carefree existence.
Floating.
The purpose of this chapter is to report the findings from our study, answering the
research question: Does play provide transformative experiences for adults? As noted in the
previous chapter, Organic Inquiry names both participants and researchers as co-researchers in a
study. While we aim to honor this tradition in the Method section of this study, we revert to
distinguishing between the participants and researchers in the Results and Discussion sections for
the purpose of clarity and reader's ease in differentiating between the two distinct groups of
people.
We begin this section with a general description of the participants who contributed to
our research and the observational data garnered from the researchers’ perspective. We then
report on the qualitative results from the collaborative play experience and focus group
interview, the researchers’ field notes, and the researchers’ personal journal reflections. The
theme of transformation emerged from the data through three sub-themes, all of which are
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supported by the literature; mindfulness and intention, reframing, and connection. We conclude
this chapter with a description of our unanticipated results.
Description of Participants
While we did not explicitly collect demographic information, we made assumptions
about our participants and addressed them here. The nine participants appeared to range in age
between the late 20s and mid-50's. All participants appeared to be women and were currently
living in close proximity to the Minneapolis/St. Paul, Minnesota area at the time of our focus
group interview. We base the assumption of gender not only on physical appearance, dress, and
the names they wrote on their name tags but also through comments made addressing gender
differences in play and the notation of missing male energy in the room the morning of our study.
From the conversations recorded throughout the day, we learned that two of the women had
young children, and two had adult children. Five women spoke of their husbands, so they were
assumed to be married or in partnership. All nine of the participants indicated an undergraduate
or graduate level of higher education. Five of the women mentioned that they were either a child
of an attorney, the wife of an attorney, an attorney themselves, or a current law student. Five of
the women shared their experiences of teaching or working in the social services at some point
during their career trajectory. All of the women were curious about the subject of play and were
willing to explore the topic by participating in the play experience, openly expressing their
observations, and generously sharing thoughts and stories about the presence, or lack, of play in
their adult lives. Every participant contributed to the conversation, and no particular participant
dominated the discussion. Through comments shared, it appeared as if all the participants could
"afford" to play in terms of physical and economic ability. However, some commented on the
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scarcity of leisure time due to work deadlines and imbalanced distribution of family
responsibilities and caretaking roles.
Observational Data
In this section, we outline the observational data collected during the play experience and
the focus group interview. First, we discuss significant observations relating to the participants’
natures and openness during the play experience and interview. Next, we highlight the discussion
of participants' reactions to the idea of transformation through play. Finally, we discuss
observations related to the researcher’s journal reflections following the data collection
experience.
Openness to play experience and interview. Participants approached the early Saturday
morning play experience with varying levels of comfort and energy. Music was played in the
background to alleviate the silence in the room and help create a welcoming environment prior to
starting the day's activities. A few participants mingled or conversed with each other before the
play experience facilitator asked them to take a chair in the circle. Some of the participants were
acquainted with each other through their work and selected seating next to each other in the
circle. At this point, the group's overall energy appeared to be low, and minimal eye contact
occurred, with most participants' attention focused on the facilitator or the floor at the center of
the circle. The facilitator began the play experience with a seated visualization and meditation
exercise called The Golden Self. The facilitator invited participants to close their eyes and
visualize a memory where they were caught up in play. During this process, many faces
appeared to relax, with some heads tilting, others lifting slightly toward the ceiling, smiles and
smirks began to surface, and tension seemed to dissipate fairly quickly. The facilitator invited the
participants to journal about this experience. Some wrote furiously, while others seemed to

TRANSFORMATIVE EXPERIENCES OF PLAY FOR ADULTS

92

struggle trying to access their memories or to put their experience into words. The play facilitator
asked the participants to distill their writing into a few sensory words or phrases to describe their
play memory. The participants then introduced themselves by first name, place of birth, and then
shared the words or phrases selected from their writing. The play facilitator asked for
clarification in identifying the specific city or country if a participant was vague in their
introduction. The participant’s places of birth revealed an international geographical swath:
Bogota, Colombia; Minnetonka, Minnesota; Edina, Minnesota; Park Ridge, Illinois; Mexico
City, Mexico; St. Paul, Minnesota; New Orleans, Louisiana; Sheboygan (the bratwurst capital of
the world), Wisconsin; Grand Rapids, Michigan; St. Louis, Missouri. The play facilitator
prefaced the reading of the poem by speaking aloud the cities, states, and countries of each
participant before speaking the sensory words that comprised the co-created poem. “So we come
from all of these places around the state, around the region, around the world. And we come
together at this point in time to write the following poem . . .”
The facilitator created the following poem using the collective descriptive words shared
by the participants:
Free.
Energy.
Clap and bounce around.
Exuberant, thrilling, connecting, and fun.
But also longing, I want to climb too.
Laughing.
Deep in it.
Wonderful memories.
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Carefree existence.
Floating.
As the remaining exercises ramped up in imagination and body movement, so did the
participants' energy levels and willingness to try each play invitation. Group energy, comfort,
and cohesion were evident through physical participation, sharing of observations, encouraging
and honest language, clapping, eye contact, smiling, and laughter of the participants. We noticed
that the addition of a play object during potentially stressful play experiences seemed to add an
element of levity and reduced anxiety of the group as demonstrated by the use of the ball in both
the My Favorite Things and the group dance activity. When someone would forget to pass the
ball or speak in turn, it elicited lighthearted laughter and not ridicule.
A palpable energy disruption occurred amongst the participants between the play
experience and the focus group interview portions of our play research event, and the
participants were slow and guarded in answering our focus group questions. There were many
long periods of silence after the researcher asked the question before participants began to speak.
The focus group interview was scheduled to last 90 minutes but ended up taking only 60
minutes.
Shades of transformation. We intentionally did not provide the participants with a
working definition of the word transformation. However, early in our focus group interview, one
participant stated, I just saw something yesterday that said what transformation was and… it was
talking about how transformation is a daily thing. This suggestion into a possible meaning of
transformation appeared to initiate an opening or softening around this ambiguous concept, with
all remaining participants agreeing that the play experience had rendered evidence of
transformation.
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In addressing the focus group question, was today’s play experience transformational,
some participants reported they did not have transformative experiences during the provided play
experience. However, participants went on to use language that commonly describes
transformational experiences about shifting perceptions: eye-opening, changed my thinking,
changed my mood, and made me aware. Participants also commented on how the experience
gave me license to accept doing things and made me want to be intentional by making a different
choice. Several described play experiences as providing moments of increased expansiveness:
eases up, opens up, lightens up, and made me feel hopeful. The comments provided by
participants synchronistically clustered into categories commonly associated with
transformation, and we identified three distinct sub-themes from their shared narratives;
mindfulness and intention, reframing, and connection. Each of these sub-themes is ways that
participants experienced transformation through their play activities.
Themes of Transformation
Our research intends to explore the concept of transformation and how engaging in play
might be a transformational experience for adults. For the purpose of this research study, we
define transformation as "a shift in one's thinking, feeling, behavior, well-being, or relationships
that may be gradual, subtle, or dramatic" (Speedling, 2019, p. 1386). Three sub-themes emerged
under the larger umbrella of our central theme, transformation. By identifying mindfulness and
intention, reframing, and connection resulting from their play activities, our participants implied
experiencing transformation through play. While each of the sub-themes stands independently in
their own right, they are often overlapping and interconnected processes indicative of
transformation. These sub-themes were reflective of how participants described transformation
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through the play experience we provided, as well as through narratives of play experienced in
their daily lives outside of our research study.
Mindfulness and intention. The first theme that emerged in our data analysis process
was the theme of mindfulness and intention. Many participants linked play and mindfulness
during both the play experience and focus group interview. Participants' examples of play often
matched this study's working definition of mindfulness, being the self-regulation of attention
with an attitude of curiosity, openness, and acceptance (Bishop et al., 2006). One participant
made the astute observation that . . . mindfulness, that is just like the adult version of play.
When asked to describe how they were feeling during the facilitated play experience,
participants used words that likened their inner state to terms associated with feelings fostered by
mindfulness. For example, one participant stated that she felt relaxed from the play activities.
Other participants used the words peaceful and engaged. Perhaps making an even clearer link to
mindfulness, one stated that they felt present, while another said that they felt much more calm,
and present, and connected after the completion of a play exercise. The last participant
questioned during data collection responded with feeling more connected, head to toe. Many
play activities led by our play facilitator fostered feelings of mindfulness for the participants.
When discussing play engaged in outside of our research study, the participants likened
the benefits of their individual play activities to the benefits they might experience from
participating in mindfulness practices. For example, one participant described how she is able to
calm her brain activity through the creative outlets she considers play; she stated, I’m a
ruminator, and [play] takes the gerbil off the [finger signaling a spinning gerbil wheel near her
ear] and … gives my brain a break. A much needed break. Another participant stated that her
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personal play gives her happiness, humor, sense of relief… stress relief, much as mindfulness
activities would.
Prompted by the facilitator to name something they enjoyed about playing during an
activity called "My Favorite Things," participants offered up many words reminiscent of
mindfulness, mindful activities, or environments that encourage and support presence and
centeredness: painting, quilting, art, walking, getting lost in alone time, being outdoors, and the
ocean. Out of the 170 words or phrases expressed during this play activity, the most common
were associated with mindfulness assessed through the channels of creativity expressed as
painting, music, quilting, dancing, baking, cooking, photography, writing, poetry, art, theater,
drawing, collecting junk, and attending cultural or performing arts venues such as musicals,
museums, and art galleries; referencing nature immersion experiences that engage the senses
expressed as bonfires, camping, hiking, skiing, snowshoeing, gardening, buying a new plant,
dogs, cats, warm sunny weather, lakes, cabin weekends, snowy nights, walks on the beach, toads,
swimming in the ocean, being outdoors, and sunsets; or feeling connected in the present moment
and to intimacy with others, or with self, expressed as babies, friends, spouses, reading,
organizing, down blankets, shredding mail, back rubs, massages, driving, shaved legs and fresh
sheets, bedtime, late-night conversations, snuggling, skipping, crunching the ice, reading aloud,
celebrations, watching a play, and arguing with myself. These activities fall into the areas of art,
hobbies, and nature immersion experiences that relate to specific themes associated with
mindfulness, including slowing down, acceptance, response flexibility (hitting the pause button),
suspending judgment, and self-kindness and compassion.
The concept of intentionality frequently arose throughout the play experience and focus
group interview, demonstrated by the participants’ recurrent use of the word intentional, or some
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iteration of that word. Nearly every participant used the word intentional, intentionality, or intent
in their responses to the play experience prompts and in their answers to the focus group
questions. At one point, a participant mentioned how prolific the word was when she stated, this
word keeps coming up, to be intentional. One participant noted that play is missing from her life
and acknowledged that in order to remedy that, she would have to be more intentional and
incorporate intentional play. Similarly, a participant said that prior to our play experience, she
[hadn’t] really thought about intentionally doing things that are playful. Another participant said
that our study was making me think about being more intentional with having play in my life.
Our participants spoke of playing for intrinsic purposes instead of external rewards, the
same as mindfulness. One participant relayed an instance when her family was at a park, and she
and her children began to walk along a labyrinth etched into concrete. Her husband, whom she
claims doesn’t play, was reluctant to join in on the activity because he didn’t see the point in
doing so. However, with some coaxing, he began to walk the labyrinth with his family as well.
At the end, he was smiling… but at the beginning, he was like, 'Why? Why would I want to do
this?’ because the activity seemingly had no extrinsic purpose. Similarly, another participant
stated that the play experience made her think about the fact that you don’t have to always do
something for a purpose… you can just do something because you like it… not everything has to
be leading to something else. Participants often spoke to doing play for play’s sake and not for
extrinsic reasons.
Many participant’s play narratives describe opportunities to temporarily free their minds
from thoughts, ease worries and stressors, and grant space to engage the senses, express
creativity, and enter an inner freedom. Intentionally incorporating play into daily life offers the
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benefits of mindfulness and opportunities for transformation. We now turn to reframing, which is
the second sub-theme emerging from the participant's play narratives.
Reframing. Another theme that emerged was reframing. During the play experience,
many participants shifted their previously held perceptions and definitions of play, which we
define as reframing. Additionally, one can also reframe when using play to transform their
disposition or attitude surrounding an unpleasant situation or mundane activity. Anytime a
person can shift their perspective on an activity, a mood, or an experience, they are reframing it
and thus transforming it.
While we purposefully did not offer participants a definition of transformation during
data collection, the play experience facilitator used key phrases and words that were resonant
with transformation throughout her portion of the morning activities. She often spoke about how
play had often transformed her own experiences, feelings about her experiences, and reframed
her take on given situations. She shared an example of what reframing through play might look
like when describing the benefits and power of music for people in cognitive decline citing how
the enjoyment and meaning of music throughout her father's life had laid neural pathways that
served him through his slow decline with dementia.
Play can heal our brain… My nephew put together a playlist of a hundred songs from
throughout my dad’s life. … [since] music was a play pathway that he traveled on frequently
during his life… the change in my father when he would listen to music, it was amazing. His
affect changed, he sang along, he would harmonize, we would sing together, he would laugh.
And then there was this ripple effect afterward, ... he would just be more engaged in talking and
he had more access to more of his brain… It’s … kind of that reminder that play serves us while
we’re doing it, and it lays down these pathways that serve us.
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While we did not include this quote in our process of content analysis or thematic
analysis, we mention it here because it is just one of the many places our facilitator spoke of the
ability for play to reframe a situation, or to change, or develop new pathways in the brain. At
another point in the play experience, she mentioned that [play] let me access a different part of
my being, and a different part of my brain.
The facilitator asked participants to share how they were feeling or thinking after each
play activity, eliciting responses that reflected the reframing theme that she made so clear. For
example, after completing an activity, one participant stated that playing for a while or doing
something silly can actually really transform my mood and make me feel much more hopeful
than I was before. Although the word “transformation” was not used explicitly by participants
more than a few times, many described feeling different after engaging in playtime than they had
felt before.
Another pattern emerged when participants recalled times when they did play but did not
necessarily recognize their activities as play. For example, one participant mentioned creating a
quilt or doing art but stated, I didn’t think that would count [as play]. One participant remarked
that following the play experience, different things that we do now will seem like play . . . and in
my mind, it makes it part of a relaxing happy time instead of another chore. Another participant
gave a similar example, commenting on how she feels when she gets lost in her art, I see the
word ‘play’ differently as of today. Play and creativity are the same thing… an art activity… and
that just helps my brain to go to a whole different spot.
Some participants expressed that play seemed like one more activity to check off an
already overwhelming to-do list. One participant stated there’s just so much responsibility and
things to do that the thought of play, ugh . . . I don’t want to play because I have too many things
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to do. Coming into our play experience and focus group interview, many participants could only
see the barriers that keep them from playing in their daily lives. While many participants
commented on specific barriers to play such as lack of time and energy due to deadlines, work
and family demands, or undercurrents of overwhelm due to stress, most recognize the need and
value in being more intentional about making time and space for play. Reframing what
constitutes play, where one can play, with whom, and the amount of time required to play,
helped participants explore more opportunities for play. Many participants commented on how
little time was required in play to create an immediate shift in mood. One participant was
surprised to feel happier and more energetic following a movement game during the morning’s
play experience. I guess I didn’t realize how little time it can take, just jumping up and down.
Another participant reflected on a quick game she and her co-workers often engage in requiring
little time and creating joy and connection with lingering effects:
My friends and I do this thing that’s based on an episode of “The Office” and they
tell Creed to skip around the room and they’re all clapping while he skips around
the room and then it’s over in like five seconds. My friends and I do that all the time
just for like five seconds. That made me kind of think like, “Wow, that’s super fun
and it always makes me really happy and it only takes a few seconds.” So there’s
all sorts of things that we do that could bring that joy and just literally in a short
period of time.
This comment reminded another participant of golfing with her mother and how her
mother’s playful actions seemed to shift the frustration in a matter of seconds whenever they
found themselves in a rut of hitting a series of bad shots.
Before she tees off, she’ll do a couple of jumping jacks and does like a handstand.
She’s 71-years-old and she’s like back in it. And that’s play, I didn’t think about
that. We get a little silly for a second and get the blood flowing and it shifts.
Participants agreed that interjecting quick moments of play into the day can lighten a
stressful moment or a monotonous routine, ultimately transforming the experience for
themselves and others, and that the joy and higher vibration stretched beyond the moment.
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Participants also expressed the need for permission to be able to extract themselves from
the seriousness of their work and daily responsibilities in order to engage in play as adults. One
participant spoke of the path that leads us out of play as early adults:
I guess when you're growing up, and you say, "Okay," and it starts when you're a
teenager, right? So you were playing and then, "I'm too old to go down the slide,
I'm too old to get on the swing." And so we start restricting our play . . . but the
play always remains on the playground.
Participants who are parents mention that while having children grants permission to
once again step onto the playground, this play comes with severe overtones and limitations. One
parent participant expressed:
I think sometimes as a parent you have permission to play, but you also have the
knowledge that you have to have limits and restrictions for that play, which it
shouldn't be, but um again we are judged. Whether you're letting your kid do
something, right? Or you're permitting yourself to do something with the kid. And
that also restricts us.
In addition to needing permission to play, participants mentioned fear of judgment and
expectations based on work environments, parental roles, and societal norms as reasons for
restricting play. One participant expressed . . . I think that we worry about other people judging
us too, because they do, they do judge us. Another participant agreed that norms and expectations
within both her school and work environments inhibited her ability to play or express herself
playfully:
I'm in law school so it's very serious all the time. So, it feels like you're not allowed
to not be serious and play. I mean, where I work is also serious. It's like if you do
anything that's not serious, then you're not working towards graduation, you're not
working towards this job, you're like doing something incorrectly. There's like no
playful space built into those environments . . . so that is a huge obstacle for me.
By reframing their experiences of play, the participants can create a new personal
narrative, change perspective around a challenging situation or unpleasant activity, and recognize
their ability to interweave play throughout their daily life and integrate it with their surroundings.
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Connection. The final theme of transformation that emerged in our data analysis process
was the theme of connection. Play can set the stage for forging a connection with other people,
especially in situations where connecting would otherwise be difficult. One participant explained
her job in a psychiatric unit and her struggle to connect with an adolescent in the program.
Instead of just talking during a check-in with him, they played foosball. She recounted, then all
of a sudden, he was more open to answer the questions that you were going to ask. It’s crazy
how [play] can connect you. How all of a sudden you’re interacting together. Trust being built.
This interaction shows how play can make people feel more comfortable with each other.
Several participants expressed that play creates an opening providing time, space, and an
environment that facilitates and nurtures connections between people. One participant suggested
that gathering socially represents play for her and helps her stay connected with friends, it's halfstructured, but you are relating and fooling around and laughing . . . it opens you up to a less
frightful shy-point and open to doing things. One participant spoke of her initial ambivalence to
participate in the play experience, stating Ugh, play, I dread it. However, following the
experience, this participant shared her surprise that as more memories come back, it's like play is
kind of fun. You forget that, and it opens something up that's positive . . . that you weren't really
expecting. Another participant told the story of a work event hosted by her international
employer where there were language barriers and how her employer built connections and
camaraderie through play experiences:
We were given colored t-shirts and put in teams. They gave us a box with things in
it, and we had to create a car. And it had to have a driver. So you had all these
ideas and had to work and play as a team. I thought it was going to be disastrous,
but it was the most fun. It opened up a freedom from barriers to be able to 'talk' to
each other.
This participant’s story describes how inviting a play experience into the work
environment lightens the mood and allows space for people to relate to each other during a fun
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activity, as well as bringing people together who otherwise might not have had the ability or the
desire to interact with each other.
Another participant pointed out that play fosters the feeling of connectedness in her
workplace, making it more acceptable and natural to interact with people one would not
normally engage with. She explained that in small group activities:
You're kind of forced to make a connection and way more ready to jump in. And so
then you get to know the people outside of your role or team at work, and you see
them in the halls, and you're more likely to... pass the beach ball or have a dance
party in the break room.
A feeling of openness encourages people to connect with each other. One participant
describes play as an opportunity where you’re more open to other people… just open, in general
to what’s happening around us if we let ourselves get a little looser. Participants also pointed out
that playing can create an openness in one’s self and an inner-connectedness. As one participant
stated, it breaks something open, and [you] let yourself kind of go and get into play. It’s just
freeing and fun and . . . connecting. Another participant added, It gets me in the middle ground.
Just being. An acceptance that comes with vulnerability. Play creates an opportunity to connect
with others and creates an openness in one's self to connect and be present. All these connections
are vehicles for transformation.
In conclusion, all participants in this study share stories of transformation through an
experience of play at various points in their lives. Some participants ascribe transformation
directly attributed to play while others describe experiencing play in terms of mindfulness and
intention, reframing, and connection; all sub-themes related to transformation and creating a shift
in one’s perspective.
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Discussion
Ooh, it's something magical
It's in the air, it's in my blood, it's rushin' on
I don't need no reason, don't need control
I fly so high, no ceiling, when I'm in my zone.
-Justin Timberlake, Can’t Stop The Feeling
The purpose of this chapter is to interpret our findings in response to our research
question, Does play provide transformative experiences for adults? We first discuss the
research results as they relate to the literature and interpret the meaning of our findings under the
broad theme of transformation, as well as our sub-themes of mindfulness and intention,
reframing, and connection. Next, we examine the unanticipated results that emerged from our
study. We then describe several implications of our research, including implications for holistic
health and implications for the broader society. We also briefly discuss the implications for
further research in this field. We conclude this chapter with a brief summary of our research and
our concluding remarks.
Findings Supported by the Literature
The literature regarding both the benefits and barriers to adult play experiences, as well
as the literature regarding transformative experiences, supports much of the data we collected
throughout the play experience, the focus group interview, field notes, and primary researchers'
journal entries. Our participants explicitly indicated transformation through the play experience
provided prior to the focus group interview and through the narratives of playing in their daily
lives. Our participants confirmed experiencing transformation through play by identifying
mindfulness and intention, reframing, and connection resulting from their play activities. These
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sub-themes are integral components of the transformation process and contribute to the specific
transformation of the participants during this research project. The literature addresses elements
of each of these three sub-themes and provides support for our assumption that play does indeed
hold transformational opportunities for adults.
Transformation. We define transformation as “a shift in one’s thinking, feeling,
behavior, well-being, or relationships that may be gradual, subtle, or dramatic” (Speedling, 2019,
p. 1386). Themes of transformation identified by Collins Lillquist, Machmeier, and Mulvihill
(2016) further suggest that transformation involves the characteristics of “letting go, changes in
belief system, finding power within, bringing the pieces back together, and connection to all” (p.
82). We did not provide this definition to our participants during the course of the play
experience or focus group interview. However, at one point during the focus group interview,
one participant stated, I just saw something yesterday that said what transformation was and… it
was talking about how transformation is a daily thing. Because this participant expressed the
above statement aloud to the group, this suggestion provided insight affecting the rest of the
participants' ability to see transformation in the small, daily changes that one makes, and more
easily allowed the group to recognize their play experiences both within and outside of this
research project as transformative. Even though the first two participants responded that they had
not found the play experience to be transformative, the language used to describe their
experience implied otherwise. One possible reason for this may be the semantics of the word
"transformation." Without providing a definition to frame the context for discussing
transformation, the participants were left to establish their own context. Word definition is
complex, with meaning residing more often in the person than in the sterile word itself,
containing cognitive, social, cultural, and historical dimensions (McConnell-Ginet, 2008). Just as
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the word play expresses itself, and holds meaning individualistically, so does the word
transformation. For those participants stating that the play experience was not transformative
may have been due to their personal perspective and worldview, the transformative descriptor
did not resonate with or "fit" the experience for them. However, the words these participants
used to describe their experience: made me appreciate, made me think that I should place even
more importance and appreciation on those [play] times, gave me a license to accept doing
things like playing, suggest an internal shift akin to transformation in the eyes of the primary
researchers. In keeping with Collins Lillquist et al.'s (2016) themes of transformation, the
characteristics of a change in one's belief system, letting go, and finding the power within are all
inherent in these participants' comments. Similarly, without context, connotations of the word
"transformation" may elicit the idea that change has to be dramatic as opposed to smaller,
nuanced shifts in behaviors, perceptions, and attitudes. The participant's suggested definition of
transformation provides perspective and frames transformation in a manner that allows others to
reflect more insightfully on the potential of the play experience as personally transformative.
Several authors write about the transformative power of play and leisure activities (Chiu
et al., 2004; Kleiber et al., 2002; Tanyi, 2002; Unruh et al., 2002). The ability to engage in play,
and to be playful, allows individuals to "transform almost any situation into one that is amusing
and entertaining by cognitively and imaginatively manipulating it in their mind" (Barnett, 2011,
p. 169). Participants mentioned work activities that could have been mundane were transformed
into enjoyable activities because of play, similar to the study conducted in educational settings
by King (2018). By taking a moment that might be mundane or monotonous and elevating it with
play, one can transform their experience, causing a ripple effect to more significant
transformations in life (Proyer, 2012).
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The fact that transformation was the main result of our study is not by chance. As
researchers working from the critical paradigm, we acknowledge that our personal lenses bias
our research design, implementation, and interpretation of results. As four women enrolled in the
Master of Arts in Holistic Health Studies program at St. Catherine University, we realize that we
are all currently in the process of personal (and even professional) transformation and that we
enrolled in this particular course of study in order to foster, broaden, and accelerate those
processes. We have found that all of our classmates are on journeys of transformation as well.
Therefore, we come to this research particularly attuned to this theme. If we had handed out the
exact same transcript of our play experience and focus group interview to different researchers
from different fields, we are confident that they would not have stepped away with the same
results. Being researchers currently in the process of transforming, we picked up on the
transformation of our participants, and were able to recognize our own transformations through
play more clearly. We elaborate on our personal transformations through play, and through the
research process on play, in our individual lens sections.
Mindfulness and intention. We found many connections between descriptions of
mindfulness and the language used by participants in describing their experiences of play. For
the purpose of this study, we define mindfulness as the self-regulation of attention with an
attitude of curiosity, openness, and acceptance (Bishop et al., 2006). Many of our participants
described how play experiences, or moments of playfulness engaged in throughout their day, led
them to states of increased calm, presence, peacefulness, and engagement. One participant stated
that she felt, much more calm, and present, and connected from engaging with play. The
connection between play and mindfulness was so transparent that one participant stated, …
mindfulness, that is just like the adult version of play. Similarly, mindfulness and mindfulness-
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based activities can lead to benefits that mirror the positive outcomes of play (Kestly, 2016;
Wurtzel, 2016).
A person plays for intrinsic reward instead of for extrinsic accomplishment (Brown &
Vaughan, 2010), similar to how one practices mindfulness activities (Bishop et al., 2006). Play,
like mindfulness, provides time and space to get out of the monotony and pressure of constant
achievement and accomplishment and to do something simply for the intrinsic enjoyment it
provides (Brown & Vaughan, 2010). Many of our participants discuss play as providing space to
take a break from the constant stresses of their lives. As noted in the results section, five of the
women mentioned that they were either a child of an attorney, the wife of an attorney, or were an
attorney or current law student. These women are intimately acquainted with occupations and
lifestyles that have the potential for high stress and structure. Thus, play brings them into the
present moment and, as one participant stated, takes the gerbil off the [finger signaling a
spinning gerbil wheel near her ear] and … gives my brain a break!
We merge mindfulness and intention into one theme because we see them as inextricably
linked concepts. At times the words can even be used synonymously (Bishop et al., 2006). One
could argue that you cannot be mindful without being intentional, and that being intentional
brings about elements of mindfulness (Kestly, 2016). The word intention, or some iteration of
that word, repeatedly appeared throughout the play experience and focus group interview. Often,
participants expressed that intentionality was the bridge that could take them from a non-playful
existence to a more enjoyable life, enriched with play. Similar to how one must intentionally
incorporate a mindfulness practice into their life in order to reap the benefits (Kestly, 2016;
Wurtzel, 2016), our participants spoke about intentionally bringing play into their day-to-day
lives because they understood the positive outcomes they could experience from doing so. The
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participants note that these measures did not have to be significant events or massive
commitments. Instead, they could be subtle, minute shifts in behavior that take minimal time and
could still substantially transform their lives. Thus, we saw both mindfulness and intention as
integral components of transformation through play.
Our play experience facilitator, Brady-Leighton, MSW, LICSW, came from a
mindfulness background and infused much of her own thinking about the connection between
play and mindfulness into the play experience, despite our intentions to create as unbiased of a
data collection process as possible. While leading the play experience, she shared examples of
her own experiences of play and likened them to mindful practices. We understand that while not
necessarily done on purpose, her own verbiage could have led our participants to see the
connection between mindfulness and play more easily. When one participant stated that play
made them feel more connected, head to toe, they borrowed nearly exact words from the
facilitator’s earlier remarks about the benefits of engaging in play activity. This phenomenon
could have occurred because our facilitator highlighted the mindfulness components of play, or
perhaps because our participants were consciously, or subconsciously, attempting to please her
or to provide the seemingly “correct” answers to her probing questions about the play
experience. Our initial review of the literature reported that play enhances self-awareness
through connecting with oneself and may induce a sense of transcendence (Unruh, Smith, &
Scummell, 2000), and that play experiences often incite deep enjoyment that creates reflective
space characterized as being totally absorbed or in the moment described as flow
(Csíkszentmihályi, 2014b). While the literature had inspired our hunch that play and mindful
practices shared commonalities and similar benefits, the theme of mindfulness specifically
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emerged after the play experience, showing perhaps the influence of the facilitator on the
researchers as well.
Reframing. The purpose of having a facilitator lead a play experience was so that
participants could have a common language around play and a shared and collaborative
experience of play in their recent memory. As we shared in our literature review, the definition
we use for play comes from Brown and Vaughan (2010): "an attractive activity that is done for
its own sake, is voluntary, has freedom from time constraints, provides diminished consciousness
of self, and has improvisational potential" (p. 17). Our facilitator, Brady-Leighton, MSW,
LICSW, shared this definition with the group, and to get the participants to start thinking about
play in their own lives, she also shared stories about the different ways she and her loved ones
play in their day-to-day lives.
Although we all shared a definition of play, how people define play in their own lives is
defined by individual preferences, experiences, and lenses. Once participants understood our
description of play, they were better able to recognize activities that they engage in personally as
play. At the beginning of our time together, participants identified the more evident and universal
forms of play, such as travel (or any time off or work), board games, and competitive sports for
some. As time went on, forms of play that were recognized became more individual and
contemplative. One participant said, I see the word ‘play’ differently as of today, and a couple of
times throughout the focus group, she linked creativity and play together. Participants shared
other examples of playing creatively, including quilting and working on art projects, which
allowed them to engage in flow and relaxation. Those activities align with Flow Theory in that
the participants would lose themselves in the moment, focusing on play itself to the exclusion of
other things (Csíkszentmihályi, 2014a; Moore, 2013). As one participant stated, I make art out of
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recycled junk, and that just helps my brain go to a whole different spot. Most importantly,
participants came to recognize that there are varied ways they invite play into their own lives.
Participants mentioned a variety of ways that they play in their current lives. Whether the
form of play involves family members, friends, or is solitary, play provides relief in the forms of
humor (Lieberman, 2014), relaxation (Mendizza & Pearce, 2004), connection (Iwasaki, et al.,
2005), and flow (Csíkszentmihályi, 1975). Leisure Palliative coping, as defined by Iwasaki and
Mannell (2000) is a leisure-based “time-out,” and provides context for renewal and rejuvenation.
In the larger framework of Leisure/Recreation Theory, taking this break is a time for a
pleasurable, engaging, and timeless-feeling endeavor (Kleiber, 1999). This “time-out” can lead
participants to be so engaged in their chosen activity that they have the ability to free their minds
from thoughts and worries concerning themselves and the world around them. Temporary relief
and freeing of the mind from everyday stresses grants a sense of freedom and provides an outlet
for opening to an inner-world (Unruh & Hutchinson, 2011; Ward, 1999).
Connection. Several participants stated that play facilitated connections between people
and the environment similar to various studies presented in our literature review (Fredrickson &
Anderson, 1999; Howe & Rancourt, 1990; Unruh, 1997; Unruh & Hutchinson, 2011; Unruh et
al., 2000; Ward, 1999). Play activities can foster openness and connections between both people
who are familiar or unfamiliar with each other (Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999; Unruh &
Hutchinson, 2011; Unruh et al., 2000; Ward, 1999), as well as with their surroundings.
Play can set the stage for feeling connected with others, and it does not need to be a
physical activity (Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999; Howe & Rancourt, 1990; Unruh, 1997; Unruh
& Hutchinson, 2011; Unruh et al., 2000; Ward, 1999). As one participant explained a party
experience, even though you're not engaging physically with another person, you are relating
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and fooling around, and laughing is what you're doing. The party she attended with several
friends provided an opportunity for connecting with them in a fun way. She pointed to this
relational aspect as a benefit of play, which supports Baxter's (1992) description of the social
benefits of play. People also become more at ease around each other during play (Fredrickson &
Anderson, 1999; Unruh & Hutchinson, 2011). As a participant stated when discussing
interacting with other people, it is more of an open, less… frightful or shy point. You’re more
open to doing things. This was evident to the participants during the play experience. When
someone would forget to pass the ball or speak in turn, it elicited lighthearted laughter and not
ridicule. We noticed that the addition of a play object during potentially stressful play
experiences seemed to add an element of levity and reduced anxiety of the group as
demonstrated by the use of the ball in both the My Favorite Things and the group dance activity.
The lightness of the play experience facilitated people to be more open, and thus, more
connected with each other. This concept is supported by findings that report an increased sense
of connection between people because of play (Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999; Karlis,
Grafanaki, & Abbas, 2002).
Some of our study participants knew each other before joining the play experience, and
others did not. By the end of the study, the volume of talking and laughing amongst the
participants noticeably increased, which showed the development of connections between them.
The increased vulnerability and trust developed between people in the group is a benefit of play.
Fredrickson and Anderson (1999) observed that play experiences could bring people closer
together, which is what we observed in our study.
Participants also pointed out that playing can lead to one feeling connected with the
environment. As one person stated, you’re… open, in general to what’s happening around us if
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we let ourselves get a little looser. This supports the finding that play activities make one feel
connected to objects (Unruh & Hutchinson, 2011) or nature (Driver et al., 1996). While also
related to mindfulness, increased awareness of surroundings brings more appreciation to what
one is observing. Connection itself is a doorway to people making more meaning in life and
taking care of beings outside of themselves (Karlis et al., 2002). The participants experienced
transformation from their play experiences through the three avenues of mindfulness and
intention, reframing, and connection, which allows for a ripple effect of positive changes
throughout their lives and opens up a path to a greater sense of well-being (Kim et al., 2015;
Proyer, 2012)
Unanticipated Results
Unanticipated results are those not in accordance with the literature. One unanticipated
result not previously reported in the research is the ripple effect play can assert in the lives of
adults (Proyer, 2012). When a person has a positive experience through play, whether the
engagement period is just a brief moment or over the course of several hours or days, several
participants talked about the long-lasting effects play had on their lives. Examples include the
participant’s story of her mother’s momentary play intervention on the golf course, … a couple
of jumping jacks and a handstand … and she’s like back in it, and another participant’s story of
her co-worker’s re-enacting The Office episode of Creed skipping around the room … always
makes me really happy, and it only takes a few seconds. These examples exemplify how a few
moments of play can recalibrate an undesirable situation or alter the vibration of a mood or
emotional state to a more desirable frequency and outcome. We get a little silly for a second and
get the blood flowing, and it shifts. This ripple effect could appear in the form of a better mood, a
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newly developed positive habit, or a stronger connection to those around them (Proyer, 2012;
Unruh & Hutchinson, 2011).
As researchers, we confirm that the participants demonstrated the ripple effect during the
play experience they shared. Having sparse knowledge on the details of our study, our
participants entered the study room mainly as strangers about to partake in activities unknown,
early on a cold Saturday morning, nonetheless. Little interaction or conversation happened prior
to the start of the play experience. As the participants gathered in the circle to begin the play
experience, their energy levels were low, and their body language was guarded and pensive. One
could almost sense their inner conversations as, "Why did I sign up for this? There are SO many
other ways I could be spending my Saturday morning . . ." Progressively, we observed
participants making more eye contact with each other, nodding in agreement when others spoke,
laughing when humor was spoken, or someone did something silly, using and moving their
bodies more freely, speaking words of positivity and encouragement, and more freely offering
their personal stories of play. We witnessed a circle of trust and jovial camaraderie establishing
amongst the participants. This created space for vulnerability and an openness of heart, allowing
the spirit of play to leap forth and spark vitality among the participants. They were having fun!
The participants collectively became more present, intentional, and connected as they
participated in the play activities, shared their personal stories of play, and began to recognize
and reframe play in their daily lives outside of our study. This demonstrated elevation of energy
and connection carried through the morning (even though it dipped at the beginning of the more
serious focus group discussion, resurging as comfort and trust levels re-established). Accepting
their play kits and preparing to leave, the participants continued chatting and laughing,
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exemplifying their embodied transformation, rooted and rippling ahead of them to potentially
transform the rest of their day.
Implications
In this section, we suggest several implications of our research. We begin by describing
the implications for holistic health, followed by those for community health, education, and
policy. We conclude with implications for further research.
Implications for holistic health. Holistic health is an approach to life that considers the
health of the whole person and the connection of the mind, body, and spirit (Ernst, 2009;
Micozzi, 2001; Walter, 1999). Furthermore, holistic health acknowledges how the mind-bodyspirit connection interacts with the surrounding environment and assumes individuals'
acceptance of responsibility for their level of well-being and the daily choices made to navigate
one's health (Walter, 1999). A challenge to the current healthcare model is the lack of personal
empowerment and development of a self-care perspective (Náfrádi, Nakamoto, Csabai, PappZipernovszky, & Schulz, 2018). Adults need to grant themselves work-life balance and guard
leisure time from being hijacked to catch up on chores or meet other people's needs. Brown
(2014) states that play is a primal instinct as well as a birthright, further suggesting that the
opposite of play isn't work, but depression. People of all ages should seek respite from daily
stressors and reconnect with their primal instinct to play. In addition to the physical rewards,
play also provides mental, emotional, and spiritual benefits that have the power to transform an
uncomfortable moment into one filled with laughter, or to elevate the mood of a room from low
to high, encouraging connection (Baxter, 1992; Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999; Schmidt &
Little, 2007; Unruh & Hutchinson, 2011).
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A conventional narrative of many adults is that they don't have time to play. Our daily
environment shapes us, and our habits are entrenched. Between the mixed messages sent by
society, our productive work lives, and those we self-impose, we often battle to find balance in
our lives (Heintzman, 2002; Heintzman & Mannell, 2003). Reframing helped many participants
discover that they do indeed engage in play, but perhaps not as much as they would like. They
also commented on how little time it takes to interject a little play into their day, but struggle
with where to begin or how to keep it going. Our recommendation is to play more!
Implications for community. Adults lead over-scheduled and stressful lives (Guitard et
al., 2005; Heintzman, 2002; Heintzman & Mannell, 2003). A majority of adults indicate a high
level of stress in their lives (Chang & Bae, 2017). As was true with our participants, play may
seem like one more thing to add to the to-do list. However, our participants realized that play
could be a moment of jumping up and down and can result in rejuvenation, leading a person to
feel more open and positive. Participants left this play research reporting that they knew how to
identify play, how play could transform their lives, and seeing how play could help establish
connections within themselves and with others. Exploring more ways to incorporate play
throughout the day may be beneficial to all adults, regardless of how much or how little time it
takes, what the chosen activity is, and if it is with another person or alone.
Participants in this study identified sensations they experience through play including
openness, calm, presence, connection, a slowing down, joy, relaxed, peaceful, feeling energized,
more awake, lighter, alert, of a different mindset, vulnerable, and less anxious. Many of these
sensations could contribute to stress reduction and rejuvenation (Iwasaki, et al., 2005; Unruh &
Hutchinson, 2011). Playing helped them connect to self and others. Connection to self was
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achieved through solidarity and introspective activities. So how far out could our connection
reach if play was a universal connector? Could this lead to healthier communities?
We advocate for changes in workplace and education policies that allow for more play
during the day. While major league corporations with bold and novel organizational cultures
such as Google and Zappos have embraced the idea of meshing work and play, this practice is
not mainstream in most Western culture work environments where there is still little acceptable
structure for incorporating play or play breaks into the work day (Petelczyc et al., 2018). Play
inspires learning, creativity, connection, and supports emotional regulation that can have positive
attitudinal, social, and behavioral consequences (Schmidt & Rosenberg, 2014). A playful
atmosphere can help students and employees feel refreshed, refocused, more innovative, and
engaged (Petelczyc et al., 2018). Play can provide a variety of physical, mental, spiritual, and
social benefits that can ultimately lead to job satisfaction, employee retention, and more
productivity at work (Meyer, 2010; Proyer, 2014). We strive to make play an acceptable part of
the culture, even in sober environments such as the workplace. Integrating play into the average
workday would alleviate the pressure for people to carve out specific time to add play to their
daily routines. As a participant pointed out, play does not need to take a lot of time in order for
people to feel the positive effects.
Additionally, play breaks are phased out of the education system as students grow older
(Moore & Lynch, 2018). We recommend that people continue to incorporate play into the school
day, even for older students. Young adults start to feel the pressure of the real world, and
utilizing play as a tool for well-being will be beneficial for them both at this juncture in their
lives and into the future. Ultimately, we feel that play is not just for children. This study indicates
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that adults can access their innate playfulness and find avenues to engage in play. Their chosen
methods are as individual as they are, but holistically beneficial to many aspects of life.
We leave an array of presumptions and practices behind as we mature and approach
adulthood. Play (and a sense of playfulness) should not be among them. Rather than being
banished from the playground because we are no longer children, our playing field expands.
However, it requires choice and courage. Remaining open to possibility, we can align with our
intimate and playful natures and live life wholly and vitally as play. In play, battlegrounds
become playgrounds, where challenges meet with curiosity, and obstacles and differences
summon creativity and innovation, filling life with the potential for self-discovery, enrichment,
and connection to others. Cultivating and strengthening our play muscles provides us an
adaptable and ethereal core from which we can transmute struggles and monotony with ease and
wonder. Play helps life flow and has the potential to expand us, and by extension, our entire
world beyond imagination.
Appreciating the value of play and practicing it throughout our lifetime is vital to our
health. Play is something everyone can do to improve physical, mental, and emotional health,
and connect with themselves and with others. Play incites the development of new neural
pathways involved in social learning, emotional processing, creativity, and connection
throughout the lifespan. Play also has restorative, protective, and healing potential, making us
less prone to illness and enhancing our mental and emotional well-being. More importantly, it
provides a pathway for the transformation of emotionally charged situations or mundane
activities, and relieves stress, feels good, and is fun! Exercise your play muscles regularly, just as
you would a mindfulness practice. Play can be as simple as letting your mind wander or
entertaining a thought or a possibility: what if …? When the day does not go according to plan, it
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is understandable and easy to become angry or upset and throw in the towel. But play allows us
the opportunity to reframe the situation, shake it up with a little humor, and get back to the
playground and the business of having fun.
Play is not limited to a particular age group, gender, social-economic class, or those who
have ample time and have crossed everything off their to-do list. Play does not require exorbitant
resources of time or money. It can be done anywhere, without special equipment or
memberships, and is available to anyone who can find as little as five spare minutes in their day
or better yet, several times a day, to extract themselves from self-judgment and engage freely
(literally and figuratively).
If one adult experiences transformation through play experiences, the ripple effect can
vibrate outwards, ultimately creating a more significant shift that influences more and more
people. By merely engaging in a brief stint of play, an attitude can shift, a day can be improved,
a sense of connection can foster warm feelings, and eventually, systems can change. Play can be
counter-cultural and even political. We recommend that everyone prioritize play and learns to
seek playfulness in their everyday lives.
Implications for further research. The existing body of research on play for adults is
limited (Brown & Vaughan, 2010; Huizinga, 1949; Van Vleet & Feeney, 2015). Although we
made attempts to reach a broad spectrum of lifestyles and experiences in recruiting participants,
our research study consisted of mainly well-educated, and presumably, financially stable,
predominantly white women. A few participants expressed that they were born in countries
outside the United States during the introduction portion of the play experience. Based on the
limited body of existing research, and in consideration of those who we did not include in our
study, there are several directions we could consider for more in-depth research.
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One idea we would like to consider for future research is a continued longitudinal study,
which would include our current participants. Now that they know more about play, what
transformative effects did it have on their lives beyond our short time together? Were they able
to stay motivated or committed to finding time and space in their everyday lives for play,
perhaps a week or month later? How might they have been able to tangibly incorporate the
learnings garnered in our study into their day-to-day lives?
In our focus group, there were multiple mentions of the lack of men in our study.
Although we didn't intentionally exclude men, what are the ways that men play, and how is it
different from how women play? Participants mentioned a few different times that men play
differently than women, and that we would have had a completely different experience had men
been present because they tend to be more competitive. In fact, the few times that the men who
were personally connected to the women in our group played, the ways in which they did tended
more toward teasing, whether intending harm or not. A research study focused on men who
entertained more creative and intentional ways of playing, and the implications that could have
on our society (i.e., American culture) as a whole, could provide useful information about how
we could become more gentle, connected, and communicative.
We came to realize that, while our participants mentioned various stressors in their lives,
we could assume that they lived with a fair amount of overall safety. All nine of the participants
currently live in the Midwest and indicated an undergraduate or graduate level of higher
education. While participants mentioned work and family demands as potential barriers to leisure
time and activity, adding play to their lives is likely a matter of choice and intentionality. In
considering Maslow's hierarchy of needs, where does play fit in for individuals who may not
have their basic needs met? Is play reserved only for those who have enough basic stability in
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their lives so they can take the time to play, or does play look differently, depending on how
individual needs are met?
Conclusion
A majority of research on the importance of play focuses on the benefits of play for
children and the elderly. A gap in the literature exists on the benefits and transformational quality
of play for adults. Thus, this research, grounded in Organic Inquiry, asks, Does play provide
transformative experiences for adults? Perspectives shared from nine participants during a
focus group interview show that play is indeed transformational for adults, notably through the
avenues of mindfulness and intention, reframing, and connection. This confirms much of the
literature related to the barriers to, and holistic benefits of, play as well as transformation. By
engaging in play, adults can transform their behaviors, viewpoints, attitudes, beliefs, and increase
their overall well-being, which can have a ripple effect influencing their well-being, relationship
with others, and the greater community.
Play is both an innate ability and a birthright. However, just with all rights, we must
courageously claim it and exercise it. Rather than seeing play as a luxury, we see play as
essential, as a human right that is critical to our well-being. Become present, let go, lose yourself,
and liberate your play spirit, for the good of you and a more joyful and compassionate world.
Tap into your inner-child, open yourself up … and PLAY!
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Appendix A
Recruitment email to be sent to participants:
Dear <friend>,
As part of the graduate program in Holistic Health Studies at St. Catherine University,
my research partners and I (“The Playmates”) are conducting a focus group on the play
experiences of adults. Prior to the focus group, we will host an interactive play experience. This
will take place on January 18th, 2020 from 8:30 am to 12:15 pm. This is a one-time commitment.
If you’re interested in participating in our research, please see the attached flyer for more
information. We are using a snowball sampling method of recruitment and would greatly
appreciate your forwarding the attached flyer to your contacts who might be interested in joining
us in this project.
Participation in the play experience and focus group will be limited to 12 people.
Thank you!
The Playmates (Rupa, Kim, Jen, and Caroline)
Who: Adults aged 18 to 67
What: A research study about the transformative
experiences of engaging in play
When: Saturday, January 18, 2020
8:30 am - 12:15 pm
Where: St. Catherine University
2004 Randolph Ave, St. Paul, MN
Coeur de Catherine, Room 20
Time: 3.75 hours
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Appendix C
Confirmation email to be sent to participants when they inquire about participating in our study:
Dear (participant name),
Thank you so much for agreeing to participate in our research study on the transformative
experience of engaging in play! This email is to confirm your registration in our research. This
experience will take place on Saturday, January 18th, in Room 20 at the Coeur de Catherine at
St. Catherine University in St. Paul. Registration will begin at 8:30 am and the focus group will
conclude by 12:15 pm. Attached to this email is an informed consent document for your review.
We will be having you agree to, and sign this document, the day of your experience with play.
We’ll be offering some light snacks and refreshments throughout the day. Please wear
comfortable clothes that you can easily move in!
Also attached is a campus map of St. Catherine University. We recommend parking in The Dew
Drop lot, as it’s public parking and closest to Coeur de Catherine. If you find closer parking,
make sure to check signage, as some parking around campus is limited to students and staff.
If you have any additional questions or concerns, please feel free to reach out to
playresearchstkate@gmail.com.
Thank you again for your participation! We look forward to playing with you!
Best,
The Playmates
(Caroline, Jen, Kim, and Rupa)
Who: Adults aged 18 to 67
What: A research study about the transformative
experiences of engaging in play
When: Saturday, January 18, 2020
8:30 am - 12:15 pm
Where: St. Catherine University
2004 Randolph Ave, St. Paul, MN
Coeur de Catherine, Room 20
Time: 3.75 hours
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Appendix D
Information and Participant Consent Form
Study Title: The Transformative Experience of Play for Adults: An Organic Inquiry
Researchers: Kimberly Anderson, B.S., Jennifer Bayles, B.A., Caroline Dayton, M.A., and
Rupa Ryan Kryzer, B.A.
You are invited to participate in a research study. This study is called The Transformative
Experience of Play for Adults: An Organic Inquiry. The study is being conducted by Kimberly
Anderson, B.S., Jennifer Bayles, B.A., Caroline Dayton, M.A., and Rupa Ryan Kryzer, B.A.
graduate students in the Master of Arts in Holistic Health Studies at St. Catherine University in
St. Paul, MN. The faculty advisor for this study is Carol Geisler, PhD., Associate Professor,
Master of Arts in Holistic Health Studies at St. Catherine University.
The purpose of this study is to describe the transformative experiences of adults engaging in
play. This study is important as there is minimal research on the experiences of adults engaging
in play. Up to 12 adults will be recruited to participate in this research. Below you will find
answers to the most commonly asked questions about participating in a research study. Please
read this entire document and ask questions you have before you agree to be in this study.
Why have I been asked to be in this study?
You have been asked to participate in this study because you identified yourself as:
1. An adult, aged 18 to 67.
2. Able to meet in person in St. Paul, MN on January 18th, 2020 from 8:30 am until 12:15
pm.
3. Willing to participate in a play experience based on play research.
4. Willing to participate in a focus group and share your experiences garnered in the above
mentioned play experience.
If I decide to participate, what will I be asked to do?
If you meet the criteria and agree to be in this study, you will be asked to do these things:
1. Arrive at St. Catherine University, Coeur de Catherine, Room 20 between 8:30 am and
9:00 am on January 18th, 2020
2. Read and sign this form. This will take approximately 10 minutes.
3. Participate in a play experience consisting of a variety of activities. The play experience
will be facilitated by a mental health professional who is knowledgeable about adult play.
One researcher will participate in the play experience. The other researchers will be
observing and taking notes. This play experience will take approximately 90 minutes.
4. There will be a 15 minute break for refreshments, snacks and restroom use.
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5. Participate in a 90-minute focus group describing your experiences in the previous play
experience. The focus group will be audio recorded and researchers will be taking notes
throughout.
In total, this study will take approximately 3 hours and 45 minutes over one session.
What if I decide I don’t want to be in this study?
Participation in this study is completely voluntary. If you decide you do not want to participate in
this study, please feel free to say so, and do not sign this form. You may withdraw from the study
at any point up until the conclusion of the focus group on January 18th, 2020, or anytime prior,
by letting the researchers know. Your decision of whether or not to participate will have no
negative or positive impact on your relationship with St. Catherine University, nor with any of
the students or faculty involved in the research.
What are the risks (dangers or harms) to me if I participate in this study?
Risks for this research include breach of confidentiality, emotional risk, and physical risk.
Confidentiality is a risk because other participants in the play experience and focus group may
share information you offer up with outsiders upon conclusion of the day. In order to address
confidentiality, we will have all participants sign this consent form asking that all information
shared within the experience and focus group remain private. Furthermore, we will transfer the
audio recordings to a password protected computer within 24 hours of the focus group. We will
delete the original interview on the recording device within 24 hours. When we transcribe the
audio recordings, we will not have any names associated with the transcription. No identifying
data will be used in any of the field notes. All identifying information and original reports that
can be linked to you will be destroyed by July 1st, 2020. Original informed consents and
confidentiality agreements will be kept in a locked box to be destroyed by July 1st, 2021.
There is both physical and emotional risks in participating. The physical risks will be
minimal and no greater than the risks of day to day life. All physical activities will be
appropriately modified for the ability of the group. However, participants may opt out of any
individual activity if they wish. The emotional risk involves answering questions that may be
considered sensitive and may trigger traumatic experiences. There is risk that you will feel
uncomfortable discussing some issues. To mitigate any further risks, we will provide a safe space
for you to share your experiences of play and will have the option to terminate the play
experience or focus group if perceived distress from one or more participant is emerging.
Conversely, you will have the option to stop participation in either the play experience or the
focus group at any point in which you might feel uncomfortable. We will give you a list of
resources if you want to talk to a professional after the focus group. Due to the minimal
psychological and physical distress, any health-related costs will be your responsibility.
What are the benefits (good things) that may happen if I am in this study?
There are no direct benefits to your participating in this study.
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Will I receive any compensation for participating in this study?
There is no compensation for participating in this study. If you choose to participate, you will
receive a “play kit” as a thank you for your participation. The “play kit” will contain a 12 pack of
color pencils, Play-Doh, an adult coloring book, a notebook, an inflatable beach ball, and a copy
of Play: How It Shapes the Brain, Opens the Imagination, and Invigorates the Soul by Stuart
Brown (2009).
What will you do with the information you get from me and how will you protect my
privacy?
The information that you provide in this study will be audio recorded and transcribed by
researchers. Field notes will be taken in both the play experience and the focus group. The
transcripts and field notes and data collected in both will be analyzed for themes. We will
maintain your confidentiality and privacy by:
1. Not using identifiable information in field notes.
2. Using a lock box to store all field notes in.
3. Deleting the audio recordings within 24 hours after downloading to a password protected
file on a password protected computer and a password protected hard drive.
4. Transcribing audio recordings and/or requiring transcriptionists to sign a confidentiality
agreement.
5. Not including any identifiable information on the transcripts.
6. Keeping research results in a password protected file on a password protected computer
and a password protected external hard drive.
7. Deleting all original data by July 1st, 2020.
8. Storing original informed consents in a locked box until July 1st, 2021.
9. We will keep de-identified data indefinitely.
10. We may report direct quotes from the focus group in our final written and oral
presentation of our research.
Are there possible changes to the study once it gets started?
If during the course of this study we learn about new findings that might influence your
willingness to continue participating in the study, we will inform you of these findings.
How can I get more information?
If you have questions, you can ask them before you sign this form. You can also contact us at
playresearchstkate@gmail.com. If you have any additional questions, you may ask now, or if any
arise later you can reach Carol C. Geisler, Ph.D. at ccgeisler@stkate.edu. If further questions
arise and you would like to speak to someone other than the researchers, you may contact Dr.
John Schmitt, chair of the St. Catherine University Institutional Review Board, at (651) 6907739 or jsschmitt@stkate.edu.
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You have been emailed this consent form for your personal records. If you would like an
additional copy, please ask one of the researchers and we will provide a hard copy.
Statement of Consent:
I consent to participate in the study and to be observed and audio recorded.
My signature indicates that I have read this information and my questions have been answered. I
also know that even after signing this form, I may withdraw from the study (by the conclusion of
the focus group on January 18th, 2020) by informing the researchers.
I, ______________________ agree to maintain the confidentiality of the information discussed
by all participants and researchers during the focus group session.
If you cannot agree to the above stipulation please see the researcher(s) as you may be ineligible
to participate in this study.
________________________________________________________________________
Signature of Participant
Date
________________________________________________________________________
Signature of Researcher
Date
________________________________________________________________________
Signature of Researcher
Date
________________________________________________________________________
Signature of Researcher
Date
________________________________________________________________________
Signature of Researcher
Date
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Appendix E
1st Reminder email to be sent to registered participants on January 11th, 2020:
Dear (participant name),
Thank you so much for agreeing to participate in our research study on the transformative
experience of engaging in play! This email is to remind you that we will be meeting next
Saturday, January 18th, at St. Catherine University in St. Paul. Registration will begin at 8:30 am
and the focus group will conclude by 12:15 pm. For your comfort, please dress in clothes that
allow for movement as you will be invited to join in low-level physical activities.
If you have any questions or concerns, or have any issues with parking, finding the room-- or if
anything else that arises-- please don’t hesitate to call Caroline at (612) 770-4023.
Again, thank you so much for your participation! We look forward to playing with you on
Saturday.
Best,
The Playmates
Caroline, Jen, Kim, and Rupa
When: Saturday, January 18, 2020
8:30 am - 12:15 pm
Where: St. Catherine University
2004 Randolph Ave, St. Paul, MN
Coeur de Catherine, Room 20
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Appendix F
Final reminder email to be sent to registered participants on January 15th, 2020:
Dear (participant name),
We hope you’re getting ready to play! This email serves as a final reminder that you are
registered for our research on the transformative experience of engaging in play! We’ll be
meeting this coming Saturday, January 18th, at 8:30 am. Remember to dress comfortably. If you
have any questions or concerns, please don’t hesitate to reach out via email, or to Caroline: (612)
770-4023.
Attached is a campus map of St. Catherine University. We recommend parking in The Dew Drop
lot, as it’s public parking and closest to Coeur de Catherine. If you find closer parking, make sure
to check signage, as some parking around campus is limited to students and staff.
Lastly, with potential winter weather encroaching upon us Friday night and into Saturday, please
drive safely and allow for adequate time to get to campus!
We look forward to playing with you on Saturday!
Best,
The Playmates
Caroline, Jen, Kim, and Rupa
When: Saturday, January 18, 2020
8:30 am - 12:15 pm
Where: St. Catherine University
2004 Randolph Ave, St. Paul, MN
Coeur de Catherine, Room 20
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Campus Map
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Facilities and Purchasing ............................. 21
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Frey Theater ............................................... 10
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Mendel Hall ............................................... 11
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Music Building .............................................7
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Rauenhorst Ballroom ....................................3
Rauenhorst Residence Hall ......................... 16
Receiving .................................................. 22
Recital Hall ...................................................6
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Whitby Hall ................................................ 14
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Appendix H
Email to be sent out after rescheduling:
Dear (Participant),
We’re writing to let you know that, due to the impending snowstorm, we will be rescheduling
our play experience for the following Saturday, January 25 at 8:30 am. We are disappointed to
have to make this change, however your safety, and the safety of all involved, is our priority!
th

Please let us know if you are still able to participate on the 25 . The timing, location, and details
will all be the same, just a week later.
th

Thank you, and we hope to see you next week!
Best,
The Playmates
(Caroline, Jen, Kim, and Rupa)
When: Saturday, January 25th, 2020
8:30 am - 12:15 pm
Where: St. Catherine University
2004 Randolph Ave, St. Paul, MN
Coeur de Catherine, Room 20
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Appendix I
Confirmation email to be sent to participants when they inquire about participating in our study:
Dear (participant name),
Thank you so much for agreeing to participate in our research study on the transformative
experience of engaging in play! This email is to confirm your registration in our research. This
experience will take place on Saturday, January 25th, in Room 20 at the Coeur de Catherine at
St. Catherine University in St. Paul. Registration will begin at 8:30 am and the focus group will
conclude by 12:15 pm. Attached to this email is an informed consent document for your review.
We will be having you agree to, and sign this document, the day of your experience with play.
We’ll be offering some light snacks and refreshments throughout the day. Please wear
comfortable clothes that you can easily move in!
Also attached is a campus map of St. Catherine University. We recommend parking in The Dew
Drop lot, as it’s public parking and closest to Coeur de Catherine. If you find closer parking,
make sure to check signage, as some parking around campus is limited to students and staff.
If you have any additional questions or concerns, please feel free to reach out to
playresearchstkate@gmail.com.
Thank you again for your participation! We look forward to playing with you!
Best,
The Playmates
(Caroline, Jen, Kim, and Rupa)
Who: Adults aged 18 to 67
What: A research study about the transformative
experiences of engaging in play
When: Saturday, January 25th, 2020
8:30 am - 12:15 pm
Where: St. Catherine University
2004 Randolph Ave, St. Paul, MN
Coeur de Catherine, Room 20
Time: 3.75 hours

TRANSFORMATIVE EXPERIENCES OF PLAY FOR ADULTS
Appendix J
Focus Group Questions:
What does play mean to you in your day to day life?
How did this play experience get you to think about play differently?
What are some of the benefits you experience when you play?
What keeps you from playing as much as you would like?
Was today’s experience of play transformative for you, why or why not?
Is there anything else you want to add to today's discussion before we wrap up?
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Appendix K
Facilitator Biography

Diane Brady-Leighton, MSW, LICSW, has over twenty-five years of experience as a
psychotherapist. Prior to working as a psychotherapist Diane worked in therapeutic recreation,
which laid the groundwork for her whole person approach to care, and reinforced a deep value of
the importance of play! She has been fortunate to have in-depth training with Jon Kabat-Zinn
(Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction), James Gordon (Mind Body medicine), Geri Chavis
(Poetry Therapy) and most recently The Partners in Resilience (Pathways to Resilience). Diane
Brady-Leighton approaches her work from a foundation of respect for each person’s innate
wisdom, and agrees with the poet Galway Kinnell that “sometimes it is necessary to reteach a
thing its loveliness.” Diane has special interests in creativity, spirituality and movement which is
why she is so thrilled to be an Associate of the Partners in Resilience and a facilitator of their
Pathways to Resilience program which invites participants to such a full exploration of their lives
– body, mind and heart. For more information on Diane’s practice, visit
www.dianebradyleighton.com or call her at 612.806.4337.
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Appendix L
Facilitator Confidentiality Agreement
I, ___________________________ (Diane Brady-Leighton, MSW, LICSW) agree to maintain
the confidentiality of the information discussed by all participants and researchers during the
play experience and focus group session.
________________________________________________________________________
Signature of Facilitator
Date
________________________________________________________________________
Signature of Researcher
Date
________________________________________________________________________
Signature of Researcher
Date
________________________________________________________________________
Signature of Researcher
Date
________________________________________________________________________
Signature of Researcher
Date
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Mental Health Resources
Crisis Connection via Canvas Health— 24-hour crisis care
Phone: 651-777-5222
http://www.canvashealth.org/crisis-support/crisis-connection/
Hennepin County Community Outreach for Psychiatric Emergencies
Phone: 612-596-1223
Mental Health Crisis Phone Line
Phone: 1-952-442-7601 or 952-442-4437
Mental Health Association of Minnesota
475 Cleveland Avenue North Suite 222
Saint Paul, Minnesota 55104
Phone: 651-493-6634 or 800-862-1799
http://www.mentalhealthmn.org/
National Suicide Prevention LifeLine
Phone: 800-273-TALK (8255)
United Way
Phone: 211 (from landline), 651-291-0211 (from cell), 1-800-543-7709 (toll free)
http://211unitedway.org
Walk-in Counseling Center (no appointment necessary) 612-870-0565
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Appendix N

Certificate of the Right to Play
By this certificate know ye that

is a lifetime member in good standing in

The Society Of Childlike Persons
and is hereby entitled to:
Walk in the rain, JUMP in mud puddles, collect rainbows, smell flowers, blow bubbles, ooOoO, stop
along the way, build sandcastles, watch the moon and stars come out, say HELLO to everyone, go
barefoot, go on adventures, sing in the shower, have a Merry heart , read children's books, act silly, take
bubble baths, get new sneakers, hold hands & hug & kiss, dance, fly kites, laugh out loud and cry out
loud, wander around, wonder about stuff, feel SCARED & SAD & MAD & HAPPY,
Give up worry & guilt & shame, stay innocent, say yes and no and the magic words, ask lots of questions,
ride bicycles, draw and paint and color, see things differently, fall down and get up again, talk with
animals, look at the sky, trust the universe, STAY UP LATE, climb trees, take naps, do nothing, daydream,
play with toys, play under the covers, have pillow fights, learn new stuff, get excited about EVERYTHING,
be a clown, listen to music, find out how things work,
Make up new rules, tell stories, save the world, make friends, and do anything that brings more:
happiness, celebration, relaxation, communication, health, love, joy, creativity, pleasure, abundance,
grace, self-esteem, courage, balance, spontaneity, passion, peace, beauty, and life energy to all humans
and beings of this planet.
FURTHERMORE, the above named member is officially authorized to frequent amusement parks,
beaches, meadows, mountaintops, swimming pools, forests, playgrounds, picnic areas, summer areas,
summer camps, birthday parties, circuses, bakeries, ice cream parlors, theaters, aquariums, zoos,
museums, planetariums, toy stores, festivals and other places where children of all ages gather to play
AND is encouraged to always remember the motto of The Society Of Childlike Grownups:

It's Never Too Late To Have A Happy Childhood
_______________________________________
Chairperson, Committee on How to Keep Growing Young
1987 Bruce Williamson
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Appendix O
Collaborative Poem

Bogota, Colombia.
Minnetonka, MN.
Edina, MN.
Park Ridge, IL.
Mexico City, MX.
St. Paul, MN.
New Orleans, LA.
Cheboygan, WI.
Grand Rapids, MI.
St. Louis, MO.

Free.
Energy.
Clap and bounce around.
Exuberant, thrilling, connecting and fun.
But also longing, I want to climb too.
Laughing, deep in it.
Wonderful memories.
Carefree existence.
Floating.
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Appendix P
Data Analysis Process
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